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Abstract 
 
A Qualitative/ Mixed Methods Case Study and Analysis of Teacher’s Perceptions of 
Various Dimensions of Learning Communities and their Impact on the Development of a 
Learning Culture 
 
 
Michele Marie Balliet, M.Ed. 
 
Drexel University 
Chairperson: Dr. John Gould  
 In a world that is constantly changing, educators have been required to adapt to 
the needs of the students and communities for which they serve in order to positively 
impact student achievement (Schmoker, 2004). Change can bring about a sense of 
uncertainty (Fullan, 2001; Senge, 2008).  In light of this uncertainty, capacity must be 
built in school systems to deal with change and as a result, people must think and work 
differently.  One way to accomplish capacity building to deal with change is through the 
development of professional learning communities, relying on the interdependence of 
others to achieve the goals of the organization. The creation of an environment that 
provides educational professionals with the chance to grow as leaders and learners is 
important for the sustainability of knowledge in these changing times.  
Taking an epistemological stance, through a qualitative/ mixed methods 
instrumental case study approach, the researcher intends to study the behaviors, attitudes 
and interactions of six professional educators working in a new school building in a 
suburban school in south central Pennsylvania. Through this study, this research will 
document the evolution of an existing learning community among distinctly different 
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faculty members who, through a district construction project, come together to work in a 
new building. The researcher is interested in understanding the characteristics that shape 
the teaching relationships and instructional practice of those who are members of the 
learning community. Through the investigation of learning communities; trust, social 
capital and collaborative relationships; and leadership, the researcher will document how 
participants engage in opportunities to share their knowledge and understanding with 
others as well as contribute to and enhance their own learning. 
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Chapter 1- Introduction 
 
Introduction to the Problem 
 
In a highly complex world, no one leader, institution, or nation can control 
everything without help (Fullan, 2001). The environment in which educators conduct 
their work is changing due in part to changes in their organization, changes and 
adjustments in job responsibilities, increased access to information and/or the discovery 
of new information available about learning. Leaders within these organizations will need 
to posses interpersonal skills as well as the ability to influence others in envisioning a 
new reality for their organization. Heifetz (1994) cautions that adaptive leadership will be 
necessary as all members of the organization are exposed to new ways of learning and 
understanding that may create a disconnect from what they currently believe and 
currently implement in their work. Therefore, leaders will have to provide opportunities 
and build capacity within the organization for people to make connections, focus their 
energies and align their work to further enhance the programs and practices benefiting 
students within the organization. Sustainable leadership is a skill that requires a shared 
responsibility (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Schein, 2008). Given the change and disruptive 
innovations evident in today’s educational environment, this study will investigate what it 
takes to establish a learning organization/community that encourages healthy, 
professional risk taking and collaboration so that the organization is successful 
(Christensen, 1997; McLeod, 2010). 
Schools should become places where intellectual work is designed and students 
are eager to learn. They need to become the platforms that support students in making 
wise choices among a wide range of sources of instruction; rather than places that control 
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and limit the instruction available to them (Richardson, 2008). Senge (2008) asks 
organizations to consider the question “Do we protect the ways of the past or join in 
creating a different future?”(p. 8). In a world of constant change, dealing with the present 
while envisioning the future is extremely challenging. Learning how to educate students 
does not occur solely in preservice teacher preparation programs. Professional learning 
for educators is an ongoing process and is now an integral part of the job itself (Wenger, 
2000; Schein, 2008; Schletchty, 2009; McLeod, 2010; Sabah & Cook-Craig, 2010). 
Leaders will not be successful in their work if they do not acknowledge that the needs of 
students are changing and the methods with which they meet these needs will require a 
greater number of individuals working collaboratively toward a common goal. In order to 
truly develop a learning organization, quality thinking and building people’s capacities 
for reflection and collaborative learning must be promoted (Senge,1990; DuFour, 
DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006; Neck, C. & Manz, C., 2010).  
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
The purpose of this instrumental case study will be to investigate how a culture of 
professional learning is created when six elementary and middle school educators from 
different schools move to a new school as a result of a building project in a suburban 
school district in south central Pennsylvania. Professional learning will be generally 
defined as the ability to acquire new skills in order to meet the needs of students in a 
rapidly changing world. The researcher is interested in understanding the characteristics 
that shape the teaching relationships and instructional practice of those who are members 
of the learning community. Through the investigation of collaborative relationships, 
leadership, trust and social capital, the researcher will document how participants engage 
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in opportunities to share their knowledge and understanding with others as well as 
contribute to and enhance their own learning. (Richardson, 2010; Sabah & Cook-Craig, 
2010;Schelcty, 2009; DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 2005; 
Guskey, 2003; Maldonado, 2003). 
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
In one school district in south central Pennsylvania, there was a need to build a 
new school because of the district-wide lack of instructional spaces, aging and outdated 
facilities especially at the elementary level and increasing enrollments. The goal of the 
district was to build a school that would provide the physical environment for educators 
to use updated technologies and help alleviate the concerns of overcrowding and inferior 
learning environments. In previous years, the district had five elementary schools housing 
kindergarten through fifth grades and one middle school housing grades six through 
eight. The high school contained grades nine through twelve. The new school was 
designed to house grades four, five and six and bring together students and staff from 
across the district. As a result of this new facility, one small elementary school was 
closed and the four existing elementary schools and the middle school were all 
reconfigured.  
A significant challenge existing for this new school was melding and integrating 
six different faculties under one roof to create a culture that promotes collaboration and 
ongoing professional learning. The staff came from different buildings, each with unique 
perceptions about learning and daily routines that were created and developed to meet the 
needs of the students and staff in that building. While having individuals who worked in 
the same district may appear to be a strength, the researcher believes that this may also be 
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a barrier to creating an environment and culture that is different than the environments 
and cultures which existed in the educators’ previous respective work sites. According to 
the work of Schlechty (2009), when innovations require changes in both social and 
operating systems, the more difficult the innovation becomes.   
Two years ago, the targeted school district engaged in a large scale, strategic 
planning effort involving multiple stakeholders.  These stakeholders were identified as 
the Core Planning Team. This Core Planning Team consisted of forty people who 
represented a cross-section of the larger district community including: teachers; support 
staff; students; positional leaders such as building level principals, program directors, 
assistant superintendents and superintendent; parents; and community members. Five 
full-day sessions were devoted to framing out the core recommendations of the strategic 
plan. In order to obtain feedback on the plan, prior to School Board approval, multiple 
public forum sessions were conducted at various times throughout the district.  
For the past decade, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 created the norms for 
defining accountability for educators, causing them to rethink what is needed to assess 
student performance and ensure consistency throughout programs and practices. With the 
availability of academic and educational content through technological access 
(Richardson, 2008 and 2010; Christensen, 1997) to continuing calls for accountability 
coupled with expectations for increasing student achievement (Guggenheim, et al, 2011), 
educators are rethinking and working differently to create a sustainable future for their 
students. Collaboration among the teaching staff is now necessary to achieve this goal.  
Chokshi and Fernandez (2004) state that teachers need to “transform their personal 
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knowledge into a collectively built, widely shared and cohesive professional knowledge 
base to meet the needs of the Learning Generation” (p. 521).  
Using this understanding and the strategic plan as a roadmap and vision for the 
school district, a commitment was made to develop learning communities among the staff 
to foster continuous learning for teachers and leaders as well as develop a shared 
responsibility for professional practices in order to accelerate learning for all student 
groups. Targeted training in the concepts and practices of professional learning 
communities was conducted over the course of two years. Teachers from each school 
elected teacher leaders to receive ongoing training and support through an outside 
consultant to promote the practice of learning communities within their grade level and 
school. The positional leaders: building principals, program directors and assistant 
superintendents also attended these training sessions. Participants were expected to share 
this information with their colleagues and implement these practices in their individual 
schools. Structures and schedules were established in all buildings to allow each learning 
community to meet at least twice a month during the workday. Participants were to use 
this time to engage in conversations around increasing student achievement and 
professional practice. Positional leaders indicated that professional learning communities 
were occurring in their building.  
The researcher’s experiences as a central office administrator within the school 
district site prompted interest in this study. As a former classroom teacher and a key 
organizational leader within the targeted district, this researcher understands the 
importance of meeting the educational needs of students (Balliet, 2011). This study will 
document the attitudes, behaviors, and skills of a defined group of educators through a 
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questionnaire, observations and semi-structured interviews.  It will describe the 
participants’ discussions and interactions on how they learn and grow as professionals in 
the face of significant change to their previous reality. 
Research has been compiled describing the development of professional learning 
communities in cultures and environments that are already established and where trust 
already exists. However, the research is lacking in documenting the development of 
learning communities where the culture and trust have not previously been established 
(Kensler, Caskie, Barber & White, 2009; Mawhinney, Haas & Wood, 2005; Ballati & 
Falk 2002; Leonard, 2002; Meier, 2002; Bandura, 1997; Fukuyama, 1995). 
Research Questions 
The purpose of this study is to understand how educators develop a new culture of 
learning for themselves and their students when they are assigned to a new school. The 
central question addressed in this study is: How is the development of a culture of 
learning for staff impacted by a new setting? In order to better understand this question, 
there are three sub questions in this study. 
1. How do the skills, attitudes and beliefs of learning communities develop when 
participants are placed in a new setting?  
2. How does trust develop within a learning community? 
3. How does leadership influence the development of a collaborative culture?  
Conceptual Framework 
This qualitative/ mixed methods study will be conducted using an instrumental 
case study approach through the lens of social constructivism (Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 
2007; Maxwell, 2005; Vygotsky, Cole, John-Steiner, & Scribner, 1978). There are three 
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culture context people working together 
SOCIAL	  CONSTRUCTIVISM	  
Learning	  
Knowledge	  
Reality	  
basic assumptions in social constructivism: reality, knowledge, and learning. Social 
constructivism theorists believe that reality, knowledge and learning do not exist without 
social invention. The belief is that individuals must act and interact with others in social 
activities; otherwise reality, knowledge and learning are not possible (Kukla, 2000; 
Shunk, 2000; Vygotsky et al, 1978; Gredler, 1997). Social constructivism is grounded in 
the importance of culture and context, and focuses on individuals working together to 
construct their knowledge based upon their understanding of what is happening in society 
(Bandura, 1977). Both the context in which the learning occurs and the social contexts 
that learners bring to their learning environment are critical aspects of social 
constructivism. The following figure represents the concept of social constructivism and 
the interconnectedness of each of the components.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Social Constructivism 
 
By using Bandura’s social cognitive theory, this study will focus how participants 
with varied backgrounds, experiences and knowledge work together to create a shared 
understanding of their new setting and contribute their own personal skills and talents to 
influence and develop the culture. The researcher aims to document how the participants’ 
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attitudes and beliefs about their own learning develop as they work within a new building 
environment. The researcher will take an epistemological stance and observe participants 
within their own setting and environment. By using questionnaires, document studies, 
observations and semi-structured interviews for six faculty members who work in the 
new school, the researcher desires to gain greater insight into the phenomenon of learning 
communities.  
Within any organization, there is typically a designated positional leader, 
someone who has ultimate responsibility for the function and productivity of the 
organization. However, this researcher desires to investigate the role other members of 
the organization have in developing the culture of learning. Fullan (2008) states, “for 
organizational or systemic change to occur, you actually have to motivate hordes of 
people to do something.” In order to motivate, there needs to be the ability to influence 
and to interact with people (p. 63). In Built to Last: Successful habits of visionary 
companies, Collins and Porras (1997) caution that the positional leader is not the only 
one with the ability to influence or be the sole visionary in the organization. Leadership 
can be exhibited from within the organization and is not necessarily something that 
comes from the outside or the top of the system. Therefore, leadership can occur as the 
result of interactions with and among people, not necessarily the actions of an individual 
person. True leadership is able to endure the test of time, cultivating learning within an 
organization and be part of the organization’s success.   Hargreaves & Fink (2006) 
discuss the concept of “sustainable leadership.” The authors define sustainable leadership 
as “a shared responsibility that builds an educational environment of organizational 
diversity that promotes cross-fertilization of good ideas and successful practices in 
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communities of shared learning and development” (p. 3). Spillane (2006) describes this 
shared responsibility as “distributed leadership.”  
Stakeholders who have an active part in decision-making tend to be more vested 
into the process (Spillane, 2006). With distributed leadership, not everyone is a decision-
maker, but everyone is an expert whose knowledge contributes to the decision-making 
process. The collective leadership needs to focus on cooperation, trust, and understanding 
of how the decisions being made will impact the greater system. Because change affects 
people emotionally, paying attention to how change efforts are being implemented is 
crucial to the success of the desired outcomes. According to the work of researcher David 
Lee, author of Managing Employee Stress and Safety (2000), “when people are in a 
negative emotional state, their thinking becomes less flexible, original, and discerning. 
To put it bluntly, we are "dumbed down" by negative emotions. Also, at the simplest 
level, when a workforce is dispirited, they don’t have the interest or the energy to create, 
to innovate, or to recognize new opportunities. Conversely, when people are feeling 
confident, secure, and passionate about their work, they are more likely to envision new 
possibilities, generate creative solutions, and make wise decisions.” 
When employing distributed, sustainable leadership efforts, multiple stakeholders 
pay attention to the needs of the organization, not just those individuals who hold 
positional power (Aaron & Nelson, 2008).  
According to the work of DuFour and Eaker (1998) and Lambert (2003), schools 
that are the most effective are those that have leaders who “lead from the center rather 
than the top” and learn from their colleagues. The researcher believes that the most 
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successful way to accomplish this is by truly sharing the leadership role. By distributing 
the leadership, the change efforts should not rely on any one individual.  
Senge (1990) describes a learning organization as one “where the people 
continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and 
expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and 
where people are continually learning how to learn together”(p. 3). In order to achieve a 
learning organization, establishing a common purpose and developing a meaningful, 
shared vision are essential (Deal & Peterson, 2009, Fullan, 2008; Heifetz & Linsky, 
2002). This can be accomplished through collaborative efforts. 
Schools and the adults within these organizations will only adapt, change and 
learn in a manner that is supported by the overall system (Fullan, 2008). Educators need 
to delve deeper into the way they conduct their work: investigating the strategies they are 
using, evaluating the networks they are creating and understanding the focus of their 
efforts (DuFour, et al, 2006; Gates & Watkins, 2010; Leonard & Leonard, 2003). A 
review of the research literature (Mahwinney, et al 2005; Sabah & Cook-Craig, 2010; 
Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Sandholtz & Scribner, 2006; Tschannen-Moran, 2003, 2001; 
Wenger, 2000; Melnick &Witmer, 1999) demonstrates that leadership is not about the 
functions or roles that truly invoke change, but the practice of leadership that makes the 
difference. The knowledge base among stakeholders may vary from traditional to 
innovative however through culture building, vision setting, distribution of the work and 
support and feedback all change efforts have a greater chance of success (Burney, 2004; 
Fullan, 2008; Huffman, 2006). 
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The research indicates that stakeholders who take ownership of change become 
more actively involved in the process (Fuller, Griffin, & Ludema, 2000). With 
organizational change, there will always be obstacles to overcome, however with a 
culture of professional learning communities, positional leadership is not as critical as a 
solutions focused system approach to the change (Tschannen-Mornan 2003). 
The researcher’s own administrative experience shows that in the current climate 
of school reform, collaboration and trust can be extremely difficult to attain if people are 
afraid of attempting practices that may not achieve the desired or expected student 
achievement results. Lack of collaboration and trust can be attributed to fear of the 
unknown, fear of failure, fear of having to change something that has been comfortable 
for a period of time, fear of the positional leader or fear of losing the structure of what 
may have worked for staff in the past (Meirink, et al, 2010). The researcher believes that 
professional development and trust need to be key forces in the reduction of the “fear 
factor” and the avenue for the achievement of a learning organization.  
The ultimate goal with this study is to document the experiences of these 
individuals to potentially provide practitioners and leaders with guidance on developing 
and sustaining the knowledge, skills and practices necessary to create effective learning 
communities in new cultures and learning environments. 
Definitions of Terms 
Capacity Building- developing the collective ability-dispositions, skills, knowledge, 
motivation and resources-to act together to bring about positive change” (Fullan, 
2005, p 4) 
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Collaboration- a systematic process in which people work together, interdependently, to 
analyze and impact professional practice in order to improve individual and collective 
results (Senge, et al., 2000) 
Collegiality- the cooperative relationship of colleagues (Senge, et al., 2000) 
Closure relationships- relationships connected by strong, positive, multiplex and 
reciprocated ties (Oh, Labianca and Chung, 2006) 
Distributed Leadership- leaders develop and count on others within an organization to    
influence decision-making (Spillane, 2006) 
Learning Community (LC)- the formal and informal organizational structures that 
encourage teachers to work together to examine current practice and improve that 
practice in the pursuit of a common, shared vision (Eaker, et al., 2002) 
Perception- a.) a quick, acute and intuitive cognition, b.) a capacity for comprehension 
(Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 2010) 
Positional Leader- superintendent, assistant superintendent, building principal, assistant 
principal; the leaders ultimately responsible for the continuous improvement of 
student performance through the supervision of teachers and/or other leaders in 
schools 
Professional Development- comprehensive, substantiated and intensive approach to 
improving teachers’ and leaders’ effectiveness in raising student achievement 
(National Staff Development Council [NSDC], 2009). 
School Culture- the assumptions, beliefs, values and habits that constitute the norms for 
the school and guides the practices of the adults  
 13 
Social Capital- groups, networks, norms and trust that people have available to them for 
them to solve common problems 
 Bonding social capital: relationships connected by demographics 
 Bridging social capital: relationships that are horizontal in nature involving people 
who are more or less the same social standing in a system—networking across 
schools (Balatti & Falk, 2002) 
Trust- one in which confidence is placed, relying on the character, ability, strength or 
truth 
Assumptions, Limitations, Delimitations 
This study includes the following assumptions:  
1. The researcher has previously established relationships with each of the 
participants in this study as well as with the collective group. Based upon these 
experiences and the trust that has been developed between the researcher and 
participants, the researcher is confident that participants will respond openly and 
honestly to the questions posed in the questionnaire, interviews and focus groups. 
Each participant has directly expressed their willingness to provide unfiltered 
insights into their thinking.  
2. The interpretation of the data that will be collected accurately reflects the 
responses of the participants.  
This study has the following limitations:  
1. The researcher had been directly involved in the initial development of the 
learning community for this group of educators. This occurred because the 
building level administrator had not been identified prior to the opening of the 
 14 
building. Once the building level administrator was selected, the researcher was 
able to place more distance between herself and the participants by allowing the 
building administrator the ability to work directly with the group. 
2. The researcher has recently been named the superintendent of the school district 
and therefore is now the CEO/gatekeeper at the district level. Based upon this new 
role within the organization, the researcher will designate the Executive 
Committee of the Board of School Directors to serve as the gatekeepers when 
there are situations and/or circumstances involving the participants (i.e. 
employment, salary, benefits, etc.). 
3. Due to the nature of being named as the superintendent of the school, the 
researcher is relying on the previously established relationship and the 
participants’ word that they will be completely open and honest.   
4. The number of participants originally involved in the targeted learning 
community determines the sample size for this study. The sample includes one 
member from each of the district’s elementary and middle schools involved in the 
restructuring efforts. 
5. While the literature on Professional Learning has specific “what” characteristics 
to include the focus on student achievement; focus on content; and focus on 
teaching strategies this research will not be specifically addressed in this literature 
review. 
6. Findings from this qualitative case study may not necessarily be replicated in 
other school districts, but the results may ultimately impact organizational 
decisions within the researcher’s own site. 
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The delimitations utilized by the researcher in this study are determined by the desire 
to further understand how culture can influence the way professionals gain additional 
knowledge and skills in their pursuit of meeting student needs. The researcher is focusing 
on participants who were already members of a district wide learning community. These 
individuals were also members of learning communities within their previous school 
assignment. The participants have all been assigned to the new facility prior to the 
research period.  
Summary 
The educational environment has experienced a significant amount of change over 
the past several years. These changes may require educators to think and work differently 
not only for the benefit of their students but for their own professional growth and 
learning. In light of this change, the researcher desires to understand how capacity is built 
in systems to deal with this change. One way to accomplish this may be through the 
development of learning communities, relying on the interdependence of others to 
accomplish the goals of the organization.  This research will seek to document how six 
educators develop a culture of learning when impacted by a district-wide reorganization 
and the reassignment in a new setting. By understanding what impact a new school can 
have on the creation and sustainability of a learning community, educational leaders will 
be able to plan for system change in the pursuit academic success for students. 
The next chapter will summarize the literature on learning communities as well as 
the connections between social capital and trust and leadership. 
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Chapter 2- The Literature Review 
Introduction of the Problem 
To prepare students for a world where things are constantly changing, educators 
must seek out ways to maintain and increase their skill set to learn and grow as 
professionals. Through their professional growth, educators can positively impact the 
culture where they work and ensure that the learners they are responsible for receive a 
quality education (Richardson, 2010; Sabah & Cook-Craig, 2010;Schelcty, 2009; 
DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 2005; Guskey, 2003; 
Maldonado, 2003). 
Collaboration among the teaching staff is necessary to achieve this goal. Chokshi 
and Fernandez (2004) state that teachers need to “transform their personal knowledge 
into a collectively built, widely shared and cohesive professional knowledge base to meet 
the needs of the Learning Generation” (p. 521). Through this study, the researcher seeks 
to understand how a new culture of learning is established when teachers are assigned to 
a new learning environment. 
Conceptual Framework 
This qualitative/ mixed methods study will be conducted using an instrumental 
case study approach through the lens of social constructivism (Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 
2007; Maxwell, 2005; Vygotsky, et al, 1978). There are three basic assumptions in social 
constructivism: reality, knowledge, and learning. Social constructivism theorists believe 
that reality, knowledge and learning do not exist without social invention and are 
constructed together through both human action and interaction and are actively gained 
through social activities and processes (Kukla, 2000; Shunk, 2000; Vygotsky et al, 1978; 
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culture context people working together 
Gredler, 1997). Social constructivism is grounded in the importance of culture and 
context and focuses on individuals working together to construct their knowledge based 
upon their understanding of what is happening in society (Bandura, 1977). Both the 
context in which the learning occurs and the social contexts that learners bring to their 
learning environment are critical aspects of social constructivism. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.0 Social Constructivism 
By using Bandura’s social cognitive theory, this study will focus how participants 
with varied backgrounds, experiences and knowledge work together to create a shared 
understanding of their new setting and contribute their own personal skills and talents to 
influence and develop the culture. The researcher aims to document how the culture 
develops as the participants from existing or established learning communities come 
together in a new building. The researcher will take an epistemological stance and 
SOCIAL	  CONSTRUCTIVISM	  
Learning	  
Knowledge	  
Reality	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observe participants within their own setting and environment. By using questionnaires, 
document studies, observations and semi-structured interviews for six faculty members 
who work in the new school, the researcher desires to gain greater insight into this 
phenomenon. 
Within any organization, there is typically a designated positional leader, 
someone who has ultimate responsibility for the function and productivity of the 
organization. However, this researcher desires to investigate the role other members of 
the organization have in developing the culture of learning. Fullan (2008) states “for 
organizational or systemic change to occur, you actually have to motivate hordes of 
people to do something.” In order to motivate, there needs to be the ability to influence 
and to interact with people (p. 63). In Built to Last: Successful habits of visionary 
companies, Collins and Porras (1997) caution that the positional leader is not the only 
one with the ability to influence or the sole visionary in the organization. Leadership does 
not just come from the top of the organizational system but can be exhibited within the 
organization from all members and can occur through the interactions with people not 
necessarily the actions of an individual person. True leadership is able to endure the test 
of time, cultivating learning within an organization and be part of the organization’s 
success.   Hargreaves & Fink (2006) discuss the concept of “sustainable leadership.” The 
authors define sustainable leadership as “a shared responsibility that builds an 
educational environment of organizational diversity that promotes cross-fertilization of 
good ideas and successful practices in communities of shared learning and development” 
(p. 3). Spillane (2006) describes this shared responsibility as “distributed leadership”.  
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     Stakeholders, who have an active part in decision-making, tend to be more vested into 
the process of owning the decisions of the group. With distributed leadership, not 
everyone is a decision-maker, but everyone is an expert whose knowledge contributes to 
the decision-making process. Collective leadership needs to focus on cooperation, trust 
and understanding how the decisions being made will impact the greater system. Because 
change affects people emotionally, paying attention to how change efforts are being 
implemented is crucial to the success of the system. Stakeholders tend to be more 
receptive to any change efforts when their emotional needs are met. According to author 
and international authority David Lee (2008), positional leaders need to understand that 
“success is directly related to their ability to work productively with employee emotions. 
They are realizing that how well they elicit and sustain positive emotional states in their 
employees plays a major role in their organization’s success or failure.” Lee goes on to 
share that “emotions directly affect intellectual functioning.” He describes that when 
stakeholders are in a negative emotional state, their thinking becomes less flexible, 
original, and discerning. When a workforce is dispirited, they don’t have the interest or 
the energy to create, to innovate, or to recognize new opportunities. Conversely, when 
people are feeling confident, secure, and passionate about their work, they are more likely 
to envision new possibilities, generate creative solutions, and make wise decisions.” In 
distributed leadership efforts, multiple stakeholders pay attention to the needs of the 
organization (Aaron & Nelson, 2008).  
According to the work of DuFour and Eaker (1998) and Lambert (2003) the 
schools that are the most effective are those that have leaders who “lead from the center 
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rather than the top” and learn from their colleagues. By distributing the leadership, the 
change efforts should not rely on any one individual.  
Senge (1990) describes a learning organization as one “where the people 
continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and 
expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and 
where people are continually learning how to learn together”(p. 3). In order to achieve a 
learning organization, establishing a common purpose and developing a meaningful, 
shared vision are essential (Deal & Peterson, 2009, Fullan, 2008 and Heifetz &Linsky, 
2002). This can be accomplished through collaborative efforts. 
In focusing on collaborative relationships, learning communities as well as 
leadership and change, the literature is clear. Schools and the adults within these 
organizations will only adapt and change by the ways the system learns (Fullan, 2008). 
Educators will need to delve deeper into the way they conduct their work: investigating 
the strategies they are using, evaluating the networks they are creating and understanding 
the focus of their efforts (DuFour, et al, 2006; Gates, Watkins, 2010; Leonard, Leonard, 
2003). A review of the research (Mahwinney, et al 2005; Sabah and Cook-Craig, 2010; 
Hargreaves and Fink, 2006; Sandholtz and Scribner, 2006; Tschannen-Moran, 2003, 
2001; Wenger, 2000; Melnick and Witmer, 1999) demonstrates that leadership is not 
about the functions or roles that truly invoke change, but the practice of leadership that 
makes the difference. The knowledge base among stakeholders may vary from traditional 
to innovative however through culture building, vision setting, distribution of the work 
and support, and feedback all change efforts have a greater chance of success (Burney, 
2004; Fullan, 2008; Huffman, 2006). 
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The research indicates that stakeholders who take ownership of change become 
more actively involved in the process (Fuller, Griffin, &Ludema, 2000). With 
organizational change, there will always be obstacles to overcome, however with a 
culture of learning communities, positional leadership is not as critical as a solutions 
focused system approach to the change (Tschannen-Mornan 2003). 
In Figure 2.1, a summary of the research on developing a learning culture is 
documented in the following organizational chart.  
 
Figure 2.1: Literature Review Graphic 
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Literature Review 
 
The ability to learn prodigiously from birth to death sets human beings apart 
from other forms of life. The greatest purpose of school is to unlock, release, 
and foster this wonderful capacity. Schools exist to promote learning for all of 
the members of the organization. Whether we are teachers, principals, 
professors, or parents our primary responsibility is to promote learning in others 
and in ourselves (Barth, 2002, p. 9). 
 
Knowing and learning are the basis of education. According to the work of 
Etienne Wenger (2000), “knowing” is an act of participation in a complex ‘social 
learning system’. The act of knowing involves two components: competence and 
experience. As a person seeks to understand and gain knowledge, they are also 
developing certain competencies along their endless journey of learning. Throughout this 
journey, one also encounters multiple perspectives and various understandings that help 
to shape their experiences. Through the connection and tension of competence and 
experience, true learning begins to take place. Fullan (2002) suggests that people are 
constantly adding to their knowledge base, however if they are not sharing this 
knowledge (competence) with others, continuous learning does not occur.  
The concept of learning communities became a major focus in the literature when 
Senge (1990) introduced the term “learning organization.” As a result of that work, many 
members of the educational community began to connect the world of adult learning in 
schools with the core of the educational system: student learning. As the collaborative 
work of the adults became spotlighted, Dufour&Eaker (1998) coined the term 
“professional learning communities” and stated: 
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Each word of the phrase “professional learning community” has been 
chosen purposefully. A professional is someone with expertise in a 
specialized field, an individual who has not only pursued advanced 
training to enter the field, but who is also expected to remain current in 
its evolving knowledge base... “Learning suggests ongoing action and 
perpetual curiosity…The school that operates as a professional learning 
community recognizes that its members must engage in ongoing study 
and constant practice that characterize an organization committed to 
continuous improvement…In a professional learning community, 
educators create an environment that fosters mutual cooperation, 
emotional support, personal growth as they work together to achieve 
what they can not accomplish alone (pp. xi-xii). 
There is a significant body of research that strongly supports professional learning 
as critical for teacher growth and student achievement (Burney, 2004; Guskey, 2003; 
Lowden, 2005; Little, et al, 2003; Reitzug, 2002; Wilson, et al, 1999). To better meet 
teacher needs and impact professional practice resulting in increased student 
achievement, the practice of professional development has dramatically shifted from 
isolated events to professional learning communities – empowering smaller cadres of 
educators to study, analyze, and form action plans based on empirical evidence, shifting 
from one-time experiences into sustained and focused opportunities for learning and 
growing.  
Overall, the research on learning communities includes a particular set of 
characteristics, broken out into two categories: “what” and “how”. Social capital, 
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described by Fukuyama as “the ability of people to work together for common purposes 
in groups and organizations (p. 10, 1995), is also evident in learning community research 
and is found woven throughout the “how” category. While it may seem simplistic to 
group the research into two categories, the interactive nature of professional learning as 
well as the influence of social capital is what makes this research both interesting and 
challenging.  
This review unpacks the literature to identify more clearly what is known 
empirically about professional learning. By understanding how social capital and trust 
impacts learning, the ultimate goal is to move this knowledge base from research to 
informed practice—the development of an effective learning organization designed to 
impact teacher learning and ultimately student achievement.  
Professional learning encompasses the knowledge and skills attained for both 
personal and career growth.  In the educational realm, the goal of professional learning is 
to enhance personal knowledge to positively impact student achievement. While the 
review of research of Rowan, Correnti and Miller (2002) addresses four key findings, the 
focus of this review will be devoted to the “how” characteristics of learning communities; 
learning community systems; and activities associated with learning communities. These 
three areas relate most closely to the relationships of the members involved in learning 
communities and the development of social capital and trust.  The synthesis of research 
indicates the following:  
1. Learning Communities have specific “how” characteristics. 
The literature identified seven critical characteristics for effective professional 
learning (Guskey, 2002; Dufour, Dufour, Eaker & Many, 2006; Little, Gearhart, Curry & 
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Kafka, 2003; Porter, 2000; Reitzug, 2002; Smylie, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 2005; 
Burney, 2004; Dasgutpa, 2005; Glaeser, 2002; Portes, 1998; Coleman, 1994; Little, 1993; 
Ballatti & Falk, 2002; Cordingley, 2006; Shmoker, 2004; Guskey, 2003; Maldonado, 
2002; Sabah &Cook-Craig, 2010; Muijs & Harris, 2006; Wilson & Berne, 1999; 
Kilbrane, 2009; Ball & Cohen, 1999, Wenger, 2000; Sandholtz & Scribner, 2006).These 
characteristics include collegiality; structured and supported learning; intensive and 
ongoing; focused on implementation; grounded in teacher reality; active; and monitored 
for quality and results. The research on both professional learning and social capital 
building complement each other. 
2. Learning Communities are systems, with multiple characteristics in place. 
The research paints a clear picture of an interaction between the characteristics, 
with increased impact when there were multiple characteristics in play.  Fundamentally, 
the research made clear that the best effects of learning communities are when 
professional learning operated in inter-related system, rather than analyzing 
characteristics as an “either-or” tug-of-war scenario based on relative value of each of the 
particular characteristics. 
3. Specific activities fit the Learning Communities profile. 
     The literature specified several types of specific professional learning activities linked 
to results, practices that fit the “what” and “how” characteristics identified above: data 
analysis; lesson design, implementation, and study; analysis of student work; peer 
coaching, mentoring, and observation (Ballati, J. and Falk, I., 2002; Clausen, K. W., 
Aquino, A. M. & Wideman, R., 2009; Chokshi, S. & Fernandez, C., 2004; Cordingley, 
P., Autumn 2006; Dooner, A. M., Mandzuk, D., & Clifton, R. A., 2008; DuFour, R., 
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DuFour, R., Eaker, R., &Many, T., 2006; Garet, M., Porter, S., Andrew, C. & Desimone, 
L., 2001; Gates, G. S. & Watkins, M., 2010; Guskey, T. R., 2003; Hord, S. M., 1997; 
Kensler, L. A. W, Caskie, G. I. L., Barber, M. E., & White, G. P., 2009; Little, J. W., 
Gearhart, M., Curry, M.,& Kafka, J., 2003; Meirink, J. A., Imants, J., Meijer, P, & 
Verloop, N., 2010; Sabah, Y. & Cook-Craig, P., 2010). 
 
“How” Characteristics of Learning Communities 
Results-driven professional development and learning has specific “how” 
characteristics.  Research connects the following set of “how” characteristics with 
improved results from professional learning.   
Learning Communities are collegial. 
Collegiality is the heart of both professional learning and the concept of social 
capital. While somewhat problematic, social capital has been defined various ways in the 
literature. However, Grootaert, Narayan, Jones and Woolcock (2004) define “social 
capital” in terms of the “groups, networks, norms and trust that people have available to 
them for productive purposes.” The research gives strong support for professional 
learning that is collaborative and collegial (Smylie, Allensworth, Greenberg, Harris, 
&Luppescu, 2001; Schmoker, 2004; Reitzug, 2002) and studies based on teacher 
perception identify this as one of the most significant factors of importance to teachers as 
well (Melnick &Witmer, 1999).   By developing the social relationships and seeing this as 
a form of social capital, participants can draw on these relationships to achieve their 
professional goals. Most researchers find that team-based professional learning groups 
should come from the same school, department, or grade level (Maldanado, 2002 and 
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Garet, et al, 2001.) In the 2010 mixed methods case study conducted by Meirink, Imants, 
Meirjer and Verloop, the authors further emphasized that the higher the level of 
interdependence within a group, the greater the level of teacher learning.  Additionally, 
the expectations set by the participants for participation and contributions to the group 
were critical for teacher learning. In order to get the full benefit from collegiality, 
members must experience “bonding social capital”.  The research describes bonding 
social capital as connecting those together with similar demographic characteristics. In 
the case of schools, the members experiencing bonding social capital are typically those 
who reside in the same school. When members are working with teachers from other 
buildings and/or other grade levels, this would be identified as “bridging social capital.” 
Bridging social capital is the relationship that is horizontal in nature involving people 
who are more or less the same social standing in a system—networking across schools 
(Balatti & Falk, 2002). This could refer to teachers teaching within the same building but 
working on different teams or different grade levels and their ability to rely on one 
another for collegiality and support.  
The research brings to light a difficult dichotomy in defining “collegiality.”  First, 
and most familiar, is the view of “professional learning is built around ‘collaborative 
exchange,’ in which ‘teachers work together, reflect on their practice, exchange ideas, and 
share strategies” (Schmoker, 2004). Portes (1998) states “whereas, economic capital is in 
people’s bank accounts and human capital is inside their heads, social capital inheres in 
the structure of their relationships.” 
Oh, Labianca and Chung (2006) describe these relationships as “closure 
relationships.”  In social capital research, closure relationships are those that are 
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connected by strong, positive, multiplex and reciprocated relationship ties. By 
capitalizing on the social nature of individuals’ interactions, individuals belonging to 
these groups often benefit from increased cooperation, stronger connection to an agreed 
upon set of norms, greater information sharing and less free riding leading to increased 
group effectiveness. Social capital allows individuals to exercise influence in their own 
learning, connecting individuals who may benefit from finding each other for the purpose 
of furthering their own understanding.  
Guskey (2002) goes on to add another view, urging caution: 
 
Educators at all levels value opportunities to work together, reflect on their 
practices, exchange ideas, and share strategies.  But research on teachers 
shows that individuals can collaborate to block change or inhibit progress 
just as easily as they can to enhance the process.  For collaboration to 
bring its intended benefits it, too, needs to be structured and purposeful, 
with efforts guided by clear goals for improving student learning. (p. 749) 
Acknowledging both aspects of collaboration, Wilson and Berne (1999) 
concluded in their study “all appear to be aiming for the development of something akin 
to Lord’s (1994) ‘critical colleagueship.’”  They further state that “each project struggles 
with how to build trust and community while aiming for professional discourse that 
includes and does not avoid critique.” The establishment of norms for collegial pursuit of 
knowledge and knowledge forming is evident in the research for both professional 
development and social capital. Mawhinney (2005) found that teacher’s collective 
efficacy beliefs were another factor that positively impacted student achievement. The 
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seminal work of Coleman (1994) OECD (2004, p. 27) determined that this collective 
belief in students’ abilities is an additional form of social capital.  
The research by Dooner, Mandzuk and Clifton (2008) provides additional insight 
into the negotiated nature of professional learning communities and calls attention to the 
fact that teachers need to go beyond the initial stages of “getting along” to truly develop a 
learning community. By using Karl Weick’s 1979 model of convergence and applying 
the four development stages of: diverse ends, common means, common ends, and diverse 
means, the researchers were able to gain greater insight into the social processes of 
groups and provide strategies to overcome the obstacles that may impede collaborative 
learning. The value of this study is actually seeing professional learning communities 
through the lens of the establishment of social capital. The distinct phases of 
collaboration, as identified by the Dooner, Mandzuk and Clifton help to connect potential 
behaviors of participants and where they are in the development of collaboration. 
Kensler, Caskie, Barber and White (2009) identify trust developed through social capital 
as a key factor in teacher learning and the study suggested that democratic practices are 
positively related to both trust and teacher learning. 
The authors Leonard and Leonard (2003) follow up on two previous research 
studies they conducted (Leonard & Leonard, 2001; Leonard, 2002) to further investigate 
collaborative practice in school settings, determine expectations and support for 
organizational learning as established by administrators and to outline barriers to 
collaborative practices. The original study involved 500 randomly selected teachers in 88 
schools in Northern Louisiana. The follow up study involved 238 different teachers from 
Louisiana. For this follow-up study, 101 of the original 238 participants agreed to 
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participate. The participants represented 45 different schools. Using qualitative research 
methods, results from open-ended survey questions, the researchers were trying to 
identify teacher perceptions about actual collaborative conditions in their settings 
compared to their beliefs of collaborative practices. What was discovered in this research 
is that positional leadership has a definite impact on the collaborative efforts for teachers. 
Even though there are bountiful numbers of research studies which claim the benefits of 
teacher collaboration and the impact on student achievement, the authors concluded that 
without clear expectations of building level leaders and support of collaborative efforts 
from the administrators at the building, district and state levels, minimal results in 
professional learning can be expected.  
Learning Communities are structured.  
 
Specializing in the analysis of professional development and the impact on 
learning, Guskey concludes “for collaboration to bring its intended benefits it…needs to 
be structured and purposeful, with efforts guided by clear goals for improving student 
learning” (2002, p. 749).  He says there is a consistent requirement throughout the 
research for “well organized, carefully structured, and purposefully directed” professional 
development to optimize its effectiveness and increase productivity.  Effective 
professional development – leading towards increased student achievement, expanded 
content knowledge, and improved teaching strategies – is aligned to the vision and needs 
of the school district as well as to needs of the participants (Lowden, 2005).    
While there is broad agreement on the need for structure, the literature is divided 
as to who should determine its design. Some suggest the design and implementation 
should be site-controlled (Reitzug, 2002 and DuFour, DuFour, Eaker & Many, 2006) a 
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finding challenged by Guskey: “the majority of lists stress that professional learning 
should be school-or site based, even though significant research suggests otherwise.  He 
goes on to recommend “a carefully organized collaboration between site-based educators, 
who are keenly aware of critical contextual characteristics, and district-level personnel, 
who have broader perspectives on problems, seems essential to optimize the effectiveness 
of professional development” (2002, p. 749). The teams that embrace the larger 
community of learners experience more positive externalities promoted by more diverse 
perspectives (Dasgupta, 2005). Glaeser, Laibson and Sacerdote (2002) focused on the 
individual “investments” made to the process of social capital building, which in turn can 
be related to professional learning. Members, who commit to the group, may see a greater 
return on the investment through additional knowledge and expertise.  
In their study of schools that looked at using student work analysis as the basis for 
professional development, Little, Gearhart, Curry and Kafka (2003) describe two high-
impact strategies as examples of ways to increase organization and structure.  First, “a 
distinctive feature of these projects was the extent to which they promoted the use of 
‘protocols’ – procedural steps and guidelines – to organize discussions and structure 
participation” (p 188).   Second, they used “skilled facilitation to build a group and 
deepen conversation.  A balance between comfort and challenge, when we found it, was 
the product of strategic and skilled leadership” (p. 190). Gates and Watkins (2010) 
determined that there are three levels of teacher practice as they relate to focus of work, 
level of expertise, and structure and processes when engaging in communities of learning. 
The three levels of teacher practice determined were ‘emergent practice’ best categorized 
as balancing district, state and federal mandates; ‘congruent practice’ categorized as 
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building consensus for best practice for students; and ‘aligned practice’ most closely 
related to the interdependent nature of providing supports for all children to learn. 
Through interactions and trust level with their colleagues, teachers were able to pursue 
opportunities to increase student learning.  
This study has application in that collaboration is not viewed as an “all or 
nothing” theory. Understanding that teachers working together for the pursuit of 
increased student achievement may not necessarily have the developed collaborative 
relationships typified by professional learning communities will be important.  
Professional Learning is intensive and ongoing. 
The research frames time in two ways: the total amount of time spent in 
professional learning and the span of time over which it exists (Porter, et al, 2000). 
Numerous researchers identify intensive formally scheduled time for professional 
learning is critical in implementing significant change agendas and to maintain 
innovation (Reitzug, 2002 and Smylie et al, 2001). International studies find that teachers 
in many other high-performing countries spend 15-20 hours per week with students and 
equal time improving their practice (Darling-Hammond, 2005, p. 239).  However, 
reserving time in the regular schedule is not enough on its own: “while effective 
professional learning surely requires time, it’s clear that the time must be well organized, 
carefully structured, and purposefully delivered” (Guskey, 2002, p. 749). Only time well 
implemented correlates with results.  
In addition, the research connects ongoing, sustained, and intensive professional 
learning with results. Researchers connect this to adult learning theory and the large scale 
changes that professionals are asked to achieve.  Burney (2004) explains it well:  
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Recent research on how people learn has demonstrated that robust, fluid, 
and usable knowledge must be grown by learners through highly active 
engagement with ideas and their interconnections.  Knowledge is neither 
acquired nor applied mechanically or in piecemeal fashion.  It evolves into 
ever more complex, integrated bodies of thought and skill.  Knowledge does 
not just sit there, waiting to be retrieved; it must be tended, fed, and used.  
In fact, the way people learn everything – from the ABCs to cooking to 
astrophysics – is by energetically connecting ideas with action.(p. 528) 
 
Once again, this corresponds with the research indicating that social capital 
is enhanced by the sharing of knowledge, garnered through relationships with other 
group members (Dasgutpa, 2005; Glaeser et al, 2002; Portes, 1998; Coleman, 
1994). 
Learning Communities work is grounded in teacher reality. 
 
Results are linked to “the degree to which the activity promotes coherence in 
teachers’ professional learning by incorporating experiences that are consistent with 
teachers’ goals and aligned with state standards and assessments” (Porter, et al, 2000, p. 
4).  Two major factors more clearly define what it means to “connect with teachers’ 
reality.” 
In the first, professional learning “takes explicit account of the contexts of 
teaching and the experience of teachers,” going on to say that “professional learning 
afford[s] teachers a means of locating new ideas in relation to their individual and 
institutional histories, practices, and circumstances”. Thus, in this view, professional 
learning is situated in the everyday reality of teachers and teaching (Little, 1993, p. 11). 
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The second factor defining grounding professional learning in teacher reality 
“places classroom practice in the larger contexts of school practice and the educational 
careers of children.  It is grounded in the big-picture perspective on the purposes and 
practices of schooling, providing teachers a means of seeing and acting upon the 
connections among students’ experiences, teachers’ classroom practice, and school wide 
structures and cultures” (Little, 1993, p.11). 
The two are certainly not mutually exclusive, and both are supported by research 
and further enhanced by the work of Ballatti and Falk (2002) which uses the three forms 
of social capital – bonding, bridging and linking- to demonstrate a connection to internal, 
external and positional roles of networks.  
Learning Communities are active. 
 Teachers learn best by active learning grounded in inquiry, and professional 
development linked to results is “experiential, engaging teachers in concrete tasks of 
teaching, assessment, and observation” (Smylie et al, 2001 and Reitzug, 2002).  As 
Porter, Garet, Desimone, Yoon, and Birmanfound found, the degree to which the activity 
has active learning opportunities for teachers is linked to results (2002) with Wilson and 
Berne (1999) suggesting,  “teacher learning ought not to be bound and delivered but 
rather activated” (p. 195). 
In a research review created for the College Board, Maldonado (2002) indicates 
that  
 
a key component of inquiry-based learning is the opportunity to experience the 
types of activities that students must complete. Ball & Cohen (1999) describe a 
“pedagogy of professional development in which one of the key components is 
ensuring that the types of tasks in which teachers engage center around materials of 
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practice. Thus professional development activities should reflect the approach to 
learning and teaching that teachers are expected to adopt in their own 
classrooms”(p. 8). Kilbrane (2009) reinforces this concept by stating that to “keep 
change efforts moving, there is frequent need to consider new ideas or perspectives 
and to challenge the underlying assumptions that may prevent progress” (p. 197). 
Learning Communities use dialogue. 
 
According to Cordingley (2006, p. 50), “There is plenty of evidence about 
effective ‘talking to learn’ in the research on continuing professional development,” a 
conclusion supported by others. Smylie and colleagues find extensive support for 
professional learning that is focused on participants’ questions, inquiry, and 
experimentation as well as research on effective practice. Frequent and specific teacher 
talk focused on teaching practice leads to greater school improvement efforts (Burney, 
2004; Cordingley, 2006; Schmoker, 2004; Smylie et al, 2001).  
Cordingley draws on the available evidence and identifies the ingredients of 
effective professional dialogue.  She found it was important that teachers use dialogue to 
share practice, using active listening as much as talking (2006).  Research supports 
implementation-focused professional learning (Guskey, 2003; Maldonado, 2002) and 
teacher survey responses in one study found regardless of instructional level and years of 
experience, teachers exhibited the highest level of engagement when their professional 
learning had direct application to their classroom assignment. Maldonado concluded 
“activities must be aligned with standards in order to help teachers understand and apply 
their professional development to other levels.  By focusing on establishing links between 
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what is learned in the classroom, the barriers are removed and teachers may partner the 
two in improvement efforts” (p. 9-10). 
In a case study investigating the challenges of using evidence based practices and 
how participants develop an organizational learning methodology to implement this work 
at the local and interorganizational level, Sabah and Cook-Craig (2010) suggest that to 
develop learning teams, there must be intrinsic motivation on the part of participants 
coupled with a strong commitment from administrators to support their work. Positive 
changes were noted at both the structural and behavioral levels in the sites where learning 
teams were established. In this study, there was beginning evidence to support the work 
of “virtual” communities of practice. Virtual communities of practice utilized on line 
learning groups where participants could share knowledge and understanding of their 
work and collaborate with other participants in addition to their on site colleagues. 
When examining the factors that contribute to capacity building pertaining to 
teacher leadership and professional learning Muijs and Harris (2006) used ten case 
studies from schools that had been previously identified by internal and external sources 
as having evidence of teacher leadership leading to school improvement. Five primary 
and five secondary schools were studied, each representing various socio-economic 
backgrounds, ethnic diversity and school improvement initiatives across the United 
Kingdom. There were two main findings from this study. The evidence indicated that 
there were five dimensions of ‘teacher leadership’ which included shared decision 
making, collaboration, active participation, professional learning and activism. Each of 
these dimensions had a positive influence on teacher morale and self-efficacy. The 
second finding showed that there were two main structures for teacher leadership to exist. 
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One structure was through external means of focus and funding initiatives (i.e. 
Networked Learning Communities, Best Practice Networks, Improving the Quality of 
Education for All). This structure resulted in participation of stakeholders in the pursuit 
of action research wrapped around key issues or subject specific knowledge.  The second 
group was an informal grouping, not predicated on external entities.  While each of these 
structures demonstrated the power in learning teams, the authors also identified barriers 
to this work. Lack of time and top-down structures from administrators were felt to 
inhibit the work of the teams. One interesting factor from this article was that the authors 
discovered that the participants did not connect their own practice with the term ‘teacher 
leadership’. Instead, constructs such as professional collaboration or engagement for a 
particular issue were more widely accepted and identified.  
Professional Learning is evaluated and monitored. 
 
Finally, the research stresses the inclusion of evaluation procedures in order to 
monitor the results of professional learning – “an emphasis that probably stems from 
growing awareness of the need to gather regular formative information to guide 
improvement efforts” (Guskey, 2002 p. 45-51 and Guskey, 2003, p. 749). 
In summarizing the research findings, Maldonado says, “Just as assessing students 
in the classroom is important to gauge effective teaching, assessing professional learning 
can provide an insight into improving programs.  The evaluation of professional 
development is therefore of crucial importance” (2002, p 6). 
Sandholtz and Scribner (2006) caution that while the intentions to promote 
effective design principles of professional learning communities can be evident, actual 
practice can be contradictory and focus on control and administratively driven agendas.  
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The disconnect between theory and practice is something to take into consideration. By 
understanding how effective structures can be in place but implementation efforts still 
contradict intended outcomes is a caution to any researcher. The perceptions of 
stakeholders need to be addressed. 
In summary, the research gives insight into how professional learning 
communities should operate.  The literature paints a picture of professional learning that 
is collegial; structured; intensive and ongoing; grounded in teacher reality; uses dialogue; 
focuses on implementation; and is evaluated and monitored. But there is more.  The 
research goes on to say that these characteristics – both the “what” and “how” 
characteristics – interact as a system.  So what do we know about the impact of this kind 
of interaction, and how such interaction impacts results?  
Learning Communities Are a System 
 
There is significant research on one or more of the “what” characteristics 
indicating that results are magnified when multiple characteristics are in place, and 
demonstrating that there is a systemic effect that occurs.   
The following excerpts are examples: 
 
• “Professional development focused on specific, higher-order teaching 
strategies increases teachers’ use of those strategies in the classroom.  This 
effect is even stronger when the professional development activity is a 
reform type (e.g., teacher network or study group) rather than a traditional 
workshop or conference; provides opportunities for active learning; is 
coherent or consistent with teachers’ goals and other activities; and involves 
 39 
the participation of teachers from the same subject, grade, or school” (Porter 
et al, 2000). 
• Richard Stiggins writes that “assessment literacy,” so integral to the 
ongoing improvement of instruction can be acquired only in “learning 
teams.”  “Workshops,” he concludes, “will not work.”  They “do not permit 
the application of and experimentation with new assessment ideas in real 
classrooms, and sharing that experience with other colleagues in a team 
effort”(Schmoker, 2004, p. 430). 
• “With a program that is of sufficient length and contact, using a 
combination of various models, involving a target audience of similar 
teachers, and the opportunity for evaluation and support, the structures of an 
effective program are in place.  Of equal importance are the types of 
activities that fill these hours.  Activities must be content-rich, with 
opportunities for teachers to expand their knowledge base, must involve 
inquiry based tasks, must require collaborative work with other teachers, 
and must create the opportunity for teachers to realize how all factors work 
together to effectively improve student achievement” (Maldonado, p. 10). 
One type of professional learning – known as the “consensus view” – packages 
many of these characteristics:  “Proponents of this view of professional learning… 
highlight the need for collaborative learning contexts, teacher research and inquiry, 
engagement in practical tasks of instruction and assessment, exploration of relevant 
subject matter, and consistent feedback and follow-up activities” (Education Week 
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Research Center, 2007).  This gives one example of a movement that combines multiple 
characteristics into a whole. 
In summary, the research supports the view of professional learning communities 
as a system of interactive characteristics – a “both-and” system – as opposed to a set of 
specific “either-or” characteristics. Nationally, teachers seem to have limited access to 
engage in consistent, high-quality professional learning. Multiple studies demonstrate the 
lack of teacher access to the professional, collaborative learning they need to be able to 
teach successfully.  “Our results suggest that a change in teaching would occur if teachers 
experienced consistent, high-quality professional development.  But we find that most 
teachers do not experience such activities” (Porter et al, 2000, p. ES-8). 
Across the country, districts and schools face many challenges in creating and 
delivering high quality professional learning opportunities for their staff. For example, 
they often have fiscal limitations, have “limited capacity to translate into practice the 
knowledge about effective professional development [and] … often do not have the 
infrastructure to be able to manage and implement effective professional development 
(Porter et al, 2000, p. ES 10 and 11). Developing networks for sustained professional 
learning includes hard work, dedication and commitment (Kilbane, 2009). It is necessary 
to have a based of shared values in order for collaboration to be a truly beneficial 
endeavor.  Professional learning communities may be a viable starting point to engage in 
this work. The building of social capital will be integral to the success of the teams. 
In order for professional learning communities to be part of the lexicon of 
education, there needs to be consensus on the definition of social capital and the concept 
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of trust. Further research may be needed in this area to fully understand the implications 
of teaming, social capital and even the relationship to human capital. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Learning communities can contribute toward school and district change.  In order 
to truly develop a learning organization, we have to promote quality thinking and build 
people’s capacities for reflection and collaborative learning (Senge, 1990; DuFour, 
DuFour, Eaker, &Many, 2006; Neck, C. & Manz, C., 2010). Social capital and trust can 
play a key role in the journey toward a culture of professional learning. When working 
together, they can lead to improved student engagement, teaching and learning as well as 
increased teacher capacity to influence their own learning. Despite the limitations and 
challenges ever-present in connecting education research to actual practice, the literature 
provides valuable insights into promising directions for future practice. 
In Chapter 3, the researcher will discuss the proposed methods of research to 
conduct this instrumental qualitative case study. Included in this chapter will be: a 
description of the research site and intended population; research design and rationale for 
study; the methods of data collection along with descriptions of the methods being 
proposed; and the ethical considerations for the study.  
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Chapter 3- Research Methodology 
 
Introduction 
 
In a highly complex world, no one leader, institution, or nation can control 
everything without help (Fullan, 2001). The environment in which educators conduct 
their work is shifting as a result of changes in their organization, changes and adjustments 
in job responsibilities, increased access to information related to specific content and/or 
the discovery of new information available about learning. Leaders within these 
organizations need to posses interpersonal skills as well as the ability to influence others 
in envisioning a new reality for their organization. Heifetz (1994) cautions that adaptive 
leadership will be necessary as members of the organization are exposed to new ways of 
learning and understanding that may create a disconnect from what they currently believe 
and currently implement in their work. Therefore, leaders will have to provide 
opportunities and build capacity within the organization for people to make connections, 
focus their energies and align their work to further enhance the programs and practices 
benefiting students within the organization. Sustainable leadership is a skill that requires 
a shared responsibility (Hargreaves & Fink, 2004; Schein, 2008). Given all of the 
changes and disruptive innovations evident in today’s educational environment, this 
study will investigate what it takes to establish a learning organization/community that 
encourages healthy, professional risk taking and collaboration so that the organization is 
successful (Christensen, 1997; McCleod, 2010). 
In order for students to be successful beyond graduation, schools should become 
places where intellectual work is designed and causes students to want to learn. Instead of 
places that control and limit the instruction available to them, schools need to become the 
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platforms that support students in making wise choices among a wide range of sources of 
instruction available (Richardson, 2008). Senge (2008) asks organizations to consider the 
question “Do we protect the ways of the past or join in creating a different future?”(p. 8). 
In a world where the expectations for student achievement and student needs are 
constantly changing, dealing with the present while envisioning the future is extremely 
challenging. Educators do not stop learning after their preservice preparation programs. 
Professional learning for educators is ongoing and part of the the job itself (Wenger, 
2000; Schein, 2008; Schletchty, 2009; McLeod, 2010; Sabah & Cook-Craig, 2010). 
Leaders and learners will not be successful in their work if they do not acknowledge that 
the needs of students are changing and the methods with which they meet these needs 
will need to involve a greater number of individuals working collaboratively toward a 
common goal. In order to truly develop a learning organization, quality thinking and 
building people’s capacities for reflection and collaborative learning must be promoted 
(Senge,1990; DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, Many, 2006; Neck, C. &Manz, C., 2010).   
Site and Population 
Population Description 
Through purposeful sampling, the researcher focused this study on six faculty 
members who were a part of a learning group representing one suburban school district in 
south central Pennsylvania. These professional staff members previously worked in 
separate buildings within the school district prior to their new assignment, however each 
of them belonged to an organized learning community in the previous year. Due to the 
district’s restructuring plan, the targeted population was reassigned, requiring them to 
leave their previous work sites and move into a new facility with a grade configuration 
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designed for fourth, fifth and sixth grade classes. The six teachers who were the focus of 
this study were among the thirty-six classroom teachers and the two administrators 
assigned to the new school and were already members of the professional staff of the 
school district.  
The participants were selected due to their existing membership in a district wide 
learning community that had been established when each member worked in different 
schools. The six participants all had elementary certification and had between four years 
and thirty-three years experience in education. Four of the participants were in four 
different elementary school settings the previous year and two of the participants worked 
in the district’s middle school but on different student teams. Due to the redistricting 
efforts and development of the new school, these individuals were all assigned to work in 
the same building. Only one of the participants had previous work experience with the 
new building administrators. This qualitative case study focused on the teachers’ existing 
perceptions and assumptions about learning communities and how their perceptions and 
assumptions may evolve in a new learning environment. The researcher investigated 
concepts of learning communities, trust and the role of leadership and how these factors 
were potentially developed and fostered in a new school.   
Through this study, the researcher desired to understand how a new culture of 
learning is established when participants are assigned to work in a new school. This 
research documented how the attitudes, skills and beliefs of the participants developed as 
they worked in a new structure and determined what role trust and leadership played in 
this emerging culture.  
Site Description 
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This study took place in a new elementary school in a suburban district located in 
south central Pennsylvania where the researcher was employed. This school was one of 
five elementary schools within the district, but the only one that served students grades 
four through six. The elementary school was a new, two-story building opening for the 
first time in the 2011-2012 school year. The school included 48 classrooms, five science 
lab spaces, nine small group instruction rooms, two art rooms, two technology labs, a 
multi media center, a music suite and stage, a full regulation sized gymnasium as well as 
an auxiliary gym, a food court and cafeteria, and an outdoor play area. Nine hundred 
forty students, 61 faculty members, two administrators, and twenty-eight support staff 
members inhabited the school. All staff members have previously worked in the district 
prior to being assigned to the new school.  
The building was physically divided into “wings”, with the overall educational 
program being organized in single grade-level structures and each teacher worked on a 
four-person “team”. There were 12 teachers total in each grade level creating three teams 
per level. Each small team consists of four teachers who had the responsibility of 
collectively teaching the four core subjects - communication arts, mathematics, science, 
and social studies.  Each teacher in the school taught either one or two subjects. Students 
were assigned to a particular team and the teachers shared students within the team. New 
technology permeated the school including two computer labs with thirty computers 
each, six laptop carts containing thirty computers, and a multimedia center equipped with 
twelve computers. In addition, every classroom was outfitted with a smart board and 
projector, as well as wireless Internet access. Three of the participants were housed in the 
fourth grade wing, one in the fifth grade wing and two were in the sixth grade wing.  
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Two years prior to this specific research study, the targeted school district 
engaged in a strategic planning effort involving multiple stakeholders.  These 
stakeholders were identified as the Core Planning Team. This Core Planning Team, 
comprised of forty people representing  a cross-section of the larger district community, 
included teachers, support staff, students, positional leaders, parents, and community 
members. Five full day sessions were devoted to framing out the core recommendations 
of the strategic plan. Multiple sessions were conducted to obtain feedback from all 
stakeholders in the district on the plan prior to school board approval. Through this effort, 
a commitment was made by the school district to develop learning communities among 
the staff to foster continuous learning for teachers, leaders and staff as well as develop a 
shared responsibility for professional practices in order to accelerate learning for all 
student groups. Training was conducted over the course of two years, focusing on a 
“train-the-trainer” model for staff development. Teachers from each school elected 
teacher leaders to receive ongoing training and support through an outside consultant to 
promote the practice of learning communities within their grade level and school. 
Positional leaders also attended the training sessions. Participants were then required to 
share this information with their colleagues and implement these practices into their 
schools. Positional leaders created schedules in each building to allow learning 
communities to meet at least twice a month during the workday. Positional leaders have 
stated that professional learning communities were occurring in their building, however 
feedback was not solicited from the participants as to their perceptions of effectiveness.  
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Research Design and Rationale 
This research study primarily utilized a qualitative methods approach with 
quantitative inquiry as a small, secondary focus. With qualitative research, the goal was 
to use words versus numbers to provide a detailed description of the phenomenon being 
studied (Yin, 1994; Creswell, 2007). The researcher purposefully selected six participants 
to describe the events related to the research questions at their site. To answer the 
research questions posed in this study, the researcher used the existing literature on 
learning communities, social capital/ trust, and leadership to select the questionnaire and 
shape the interviews. The information that was collected was used to develop themes 
from the data and make interpretations related to the study’s focus. 
The nature of qualitative research, particularly one with an epistemological 
stance, required that the researcher gain acceptance into the research site (Creswell, 
2007). This acceptance was acquired by spending time at the site and establishing trust 
and building relationships with the participants. By employing a qualitative approach, the 
researcher was able to immerse herself in the environment of the participants to gain 
greater insight into the phenomenon of culture building. Given that the researcher was 
currently employed in the same district as the participants and has worked in both large 
and small group settings with each of them, the researcher was able to gain acceptance of 
the participants while maintaining distance so as to not compromise further study into 
this phenomenon. Through purposeful sampling in this case study, the researcher focused 
on participants who had direct training and experience in learning community structures. 
While there was a stated commitment to the development and support of learning 
communities from the positional leadership, the researcher sought to explore how and if 
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this practice was being implemented. Given the current reality of the new building and 
realignment of staff into a new school, the researcher intended to investigate how the new 
building structure impacted and influenced existing learning communities and fostered 
new collaborations.  
Research Methods  
The researcher implemented a qualitative study with minor emphasis on 
quantitative methods using one of the data collection instruments. The participants who 
were identified for this study were all professional staff members who worked in the 
district and were assigned to the new school. Following IRB approval, the research began 
in Winter 2011-2012 and continued through June 2012. The researcher sent a hard copy 
as well as electronic invitations to the participants, formally requesting their membership 
into this research study. This letter/email introduced the researcher, explained the study, 
clarified the expectations of the study and provided the necessary safeguards for the 
potential participants. Once the participants agreed to participate in the study, they replied 
by returning the letter in a postage paid envelope or by replying in an email format. Since 
the researcher was the district CEO, additional permission was obtained for the study 
from the district’s Board of School Directors through a formal letter of request. Upon 
receipt of permissions and approvals from both the participants and the Board of School 
Directors, the entire study was conducted at the participants’ work site as well as in 
online environments. The research methods included on-line questionnaires, structured 
interviews, observations and document/artifact studies. Given the size of the group, the 
researcher conducted all of these methods with each of the six participants in order to 
obtain a complete understanding of the central and sub-questions in the study. The 
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researcher employed various data collection methods throughout the five month data 
collection period. Throughout the data collection process, the researcher observed 
participants and how they acted and interacted with collegues to gain knowledge and 
understanding about teaching and learning. The researcher coded and interpreted the data 
to make decisions concerning the next steps in the data collection process. The use of a 
commercially developed and published online questionnaire as well as the use of 
HyperBUNDLE (ResearchWare, Inc., 2011) for all of the information gathered during 
the interviews, observations, and document/artifact analysis aided in this work. The 
participants were interviewed to determine how their assumptions and beliefs about 
learning communities developed over time and potentially influenced their practice. In 
the cyclical data collection/ data analysis process, the goal of the researcher was to 
effectively answer the central question of the study. All of the information gathered was 
coded, triangulated and analyzed to ensure validity of the information. 
Description of Methods 
Questionnaires 
The researcher used the Professional Learning Communities Assessment- Revised 
(PLCA-R) questionnaire published by Southwest Educational Development Lab (SEDL) 
(Oliver, et al, 2010). Permission was obtained directly from the authors of tool. This 
anonymous, online questionnaire was designed to assess participant's perceptions about 
their positional leader, staff members and various stakeholders in six areas/ dimensions of 
professional learning communities. According to the published documents by the 
developer, internal consistency through expert study and factor analysis yielded 
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satisfactory results for reliability.  The population used for reliability measures was 
similar to the population in this research sample. 
The researcher selected this method of data collection to gain greater insights into 
the opinions, beliefs and attitudes of the participants being studied. The researcher sent 
each participant an electronic link to the online questionnaire. This information was sent 
to an email account of their choice, either a personal account or their work based email 
account, however participants were cautioned that their work account did not protect 
anonymity and was the property of the school district.  When participants clicked on the 
link, they received a message from the researcher indicating the purpose of the 
questionnaire and the length of time expected to complete the survey. The questionnaire 
took approximately ten minutes to complete. The information that was requested was 
categorized into six sections relating to key elements of professional learning 
communities; Shared and Supportive Leadership, Shared Values and Vision, Collective 
Learning and Application, Shared Personal Practice, Supportive Conditions- 
Relationships and Supportive Conditions-Structures. Based upon the statements in the 
questionnaire, participants chose their responses on a four point Likert scale reflecting 
their level of agreement with the statement: strongly disagree, disagree, agree and 
strongly agree. After each section, participants were afforded an opportunity to provide 
further insight through an open-ended comment section.  All information was collected 
through the publisher’s commercial system and saved. Because of the nature of the 
information collected in the questionnaire, the researcher employed quantitative methods 
to analyze the data.  The researcher used the questionnaire two times throughout the 
research study, once in the beginning of the research period and again at the end of the 
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data collection timeline to gain a perspective on any changes in beliefs and attitudes of 
the participants over time.  Information from the questionnaire was used to compare the 
participants’ beliefs both individually and within the group and determine if there was a 
change in response. 
Interviews 
The researcher conducted structured interviews. “Interviewing is a common 
means for collecting qualitative data. It is a person to person encounter in which one 
person elicits information from another” (Merriam, 1998, p. 71). The interview questions 
were prepared ahead of time by the researcher and designed to gain insight into each 
participant’s perspective (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998). The individual interviews 
were held at the participant’s work site, based upon the participant’s schedule. 
Participants were contacted via their preferred email account to set up an interview time 
preferably either before or after their contracted workday. By conducting the interviews 
around the participants’ schedules and providing an opportunity to participate outside of 
the contracted workday and at the participant’s convenience, the participants had ample 
time to answer the questions. The interviews took approximately 45 minutes to one hour 
to complete. In addition to note taking, the researcher recorded each session 
electronically and all notes were transcribed. The researcher placed all notes into 
HyperBUNDLE software (ResearchWARE, Inc, 2011) for coding of the interview 
process. HyperBUNDLE is designed specifically for qualitative research and includes 
both HyperRESEARCH and HyperTRANSCRIBE. This software allowed the researcher 
to code, transcribe audio and video files, retrieve data, build theories and provide 
analyses of the data collected.  
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The purpose of the interview questions was to gain greater insight into the 
questionnaire responses in order for the researcher to acquire a deeper understanding of 
the participants’ perceptions and to identify conditions necessary for learning 
communities to be established and/or sustained in the new building. The interview 
protocol was contained in the Appendix.  
Observations 
     Merriam (2009) described observations as those accounts “taking place in the setting 
where the phenomenon of interest naturally occurs” and “represents a firsthand encounter 
with the phenomenon of interest.” For the purpose of this study, the researcher was able 
to conduct three observations directly in the setting of the participants. Participants 
selected the time and location of the observations. This research method provided the 
researcher with data necessary for further insight into the research questions. Notes, video 
and audio files were placed into the HyperBUNDLE software (ResearchWARE, Inc, 
2011) and were coded and analyzed. 
Document/ Artifact Studies 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) defined a document as “any written or recorded 
material” not prepared for the purposes of the evaluation or at the request of the inquirer, 
in this case the researcher. For the purpose of this study, the researcher focused on 
personal documents of the participants, which included first-person accounts of their 
experiences.  The researcher requested that the participants provide access to any 
document/artifact that they believed worthy of the study. These documents were created 
in online learning environments. Information such as discussion board postings, emails 
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and journal entries are included in the study. The documents and artifacts collected were 
coded and analyzed.  
This research study focused on six participants and the researcher included all 
participants in each of the research methods described. All data that was collected was 
organized around the case as a whole and then analyzed separately and again as a whole. 
The researcher identified themes or patterns in the data collected and then organized the 
information into coherent categories. The researcher identified patterns within and 
between the categories and used this information to explain the findings.  
Data Analysis and Interpretation 
The researcher coded all of the data sources that were collected. Demographic 
information, age, gender, years of teaching, years of experience, and number of years in 
the district will be examined. Relevant information was entered into HyperBUNDLE for 
analysis. From this qualitative study, the data gleaned from the questionnaires was 
organized to create frequency charts to further analyze the information. Data from open-
ended questions was transcribed and correlated to the research questions. The researcher 
used the interview notes to provide further evidence and support to the research 
questions.  The data was triangulated to ensure reliability and validity. Yin (1994) 
advocates four principles to be followed during case study analysis and interpretation:  
1. Show that the analysis relies on all of the relevant evidence 
2. Include all major rival interpretations in the analysis 
3. Address the most significant aspect of the case 
4. Use the researcher’s prior expert knowledge to further the analysis 
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The audience for this study included building and district administrators, teachers, 
teacher leaders and researchers who would like to understand what is necessary for 
developing and sustaining professional learning communities to ultimately impact student 
achievement.  
Ethical Considerations 
This research was designed to minimize and anticipate risks to all of the human 
subjects involved. Confidentiality of the participants’ responses was maintained 
throughout the entire research and reporting process. Coding was specific to the 
participant and will be identified as Participant 1, Participant 2, etc. as well as referencing 
the responses by pretest and posttest questionnaire responses. Additionally, the discussion 
of the results was provided in overall themes and comments. Given that the researcher 
was also the CEO at the district level, the researcher obtained the appropriate permissions 
to conduct the study at the school site by obtaining a letter of support from the Board of 
School Directors. The letter acknowledged this study and provided permission to proceed 
with this work. Voluntary participation of the participants was obtained. A letter of 
consent for participation was mailed/ emailed to each potential participant informing him 
or her of the study. The following statement was shared:  
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary; nevertheless, your 
participation will contribute to the success of this research and will be greatly 
appreciated.  The information gathered will contribute to the knowledge on 
developing a learning community culture. All of your responses and any 
identifying information, including email addresses and other electronic 
information in electronic correspondence will be kept confidential to the extent 
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allowed by law. You may simply send your interest in participation in this study 
to me by signing this form. If you choose to participate, please provide me with 
an email address that can be used for an online questionnaire. You may chose to 
use your school email account, however please be advised that your responses 
may not be kept fully confidential as your email account is owned by the school 
district.  
As an employee working within the same school district, I would like to 
assure you that your consent to participate in this study will not affect your 
position, salary and/or benefits with the district. Additionally, in the event that 
there would be any action within the next twenty four months that may negatively 
affect your position, salary and/or benefits with the district, I agree to have the 
Board Executive Committee comprised of three school board members serve as 
the district gatekeeper order to safeguard your interests and act as a neutral party. 
You have the right to refuse to participate or withdraw from participation at 
anytime without prejudice, penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 
entitled. Finally, the results of this research study may be published but your 
name will not be used.  
By conducting qualitative research, the researcher is able to tell a story. In order to be 
true to the story, “researchers must ensure that what is written is an accurate reflection of 
what is said” (Creswell, 2007, p. 45). 
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Chapter Four- Results 
 
Introduction 
 
   This qualitative/ mixed methods study was conducted using an instrumental 
case study approach through the lens of social constructivism (Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 
2007; Maxwell, 2005; Vygotsky, Cole, John-Steiner, & Scribner, 1978). The purpose of 
this study was to understand how a culture of professional learning is created when six 
former elementary and middle school educators from different schools move to a new 
school as a result of a building project in a suburban school district in south central 
Pennsylvania. The researcher was interested in understanding the characteristics that 
shape the practice of those who are members of the learning community. Through the 
investigation of collaborative relationships, leadership, trust and social capital, the 
researcher documented how participants engaged in opportunities to share their 
knowledge and understanding with others as well as contributed to and enhanced their 
own learning (Richardson, 2010; Sabah & Cook-Craig, 2010;Schelcty, 2009; DuFour, 
DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 2005; Guskey, 2003; Maldonado, 
2003). 
     Through purposeful sampling, the researcher focused this study on six faculty 
members who were part of a learning group. These professional staff members previously 
worked in separate buildings within the school district prior to their new assignment 
however, each of them belonged to an organized learning community in the previous 
year. Due to the district’s restructuring plan, the targeted population was reassigned, 
requiring them to leave their previous work sites and move into a new facility with a new 
grade configuration designed for fourth, fifth and sixth grade classes. The six teachers 
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who were the focus of this study were among the thirty-six classroom teachers and the 
two administrators assigned to the new school and were already members of the 
professional staff of the school district.  
     The central question addressed in this study was focused on how a new setting may 
impact the development of a culture of learning for staff.  In order to better understand 
the research question, there were three sub questions in this study.  
1. How do the skills, attitudes and beliefs of learning communities develop when 
participants are placed in a new setting?  
2. How does trust develop within a learning community? 
3. How does leadership influence the development of a collaborative culture?  
This chapter presents findings based upon data gathered from an online 
questionnaire, structured interviews, observations and document studies.   
The participants were selected due to their existing membership in a district wide 
learning community that had been established when each member worked in different 
schools. The six participants all had elementary certification and had between four years 
and thirty-three years experience in education. Four of the participants were in four 
different elementary school settings the previous year and two of the participants worked 
in the district’s middle school, on different student teams. Due to the redistricting efforts 
and building of the new school, these individuals were now working in the same building. 
Only one of the participants had previous work experience with the administrators 
assigned to the new building. 
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 Table 1 shows the demographics of the participants in the study. 
 
Table 1 
Demographics of the Participants 
 
Participant Pretest 
Posttest 
Gender No Years 
Teaching 
No. Years 
Teaching in 
District 
No. Years 
Teaching at 
Grade Level 
1 1458 
1858 
 
F 14 14 3 
2 1812 
1854 
 
M 33 29 30 
 
3 1231 
1856 
 
M 10 6 6 
4 1213 
1855 
 
F 5 4 5 
5 
 
 
6 
1337 
1925 
 
1218 
1857 
F 
 
 
F 
7 
 
 
9 
 
6 
 
 
6 
6 
 
 
6 
 
 
 
     To commence the study, the researcher used the Professional Learning Communities 
Assessment- Revised (PLCA-R) questionnaire published by Southwest Educational 
Development Lab (SEDL) (Oliver, et al, 2010) as a pretest. The second administration of 
the same questionnaire occurred at the conclusion of the study. The online questionnaire 
assessed participant's perceptions about their positional leader, staff members and various 
stakeholders in six areas/ dimensions of professional learning communities.  
     The data were categorized into six sections relating to key elements of professional 
learning communities; Shared and Supportive Leadership, Shared Values and Vision, 
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Collective Learning and Application, Shared Personal Practice, Supportive Conditions- 
Relationships and Supportive Conditions-Structures. Based upon the statements in the 
questionnaire, participants chose their responses on a four point Likert scale reflecting 
their level of agreement with the statement: strongly disagree (1), disagree (2), agree (3) 
and strongly agree (4).  
     After each section, participants were afforded an opportunity to provide further insight 
through an open-ended comment section.  All information was collected through the 
publisher’s commercial system and the data collected was saved in a tab-delimited 
format. Because of the nature of the information collected in the questionnaire, the 
researcher employed quantitative methods to analyze the data.  The questionnaire was 
utilized two times throughout the research study, once in the beginning of the research 
period and again at the end of the data collection timeline. The intent was to gain 
perspective on any changes in beliefs and attitudes of the participants over time.  
Information from the questionnaire was used to compare the participants’ beliefs both 
individually and within the group to determine any change in response. 
     In analyzing both the pre and post questionnaires, many similarities in responses and 
rankings were discovered. The category of Collective Learning and Application ranked 
first in level of agreement of participant responses in both the pre and post data collection 
period. However, the most notable difference between both questionnaires was the fact 
that during the data collection period, the professional learning community dimension of 
Supportive Conditions- Relationships increased in the level of agreement from ranking 
fourth in the first questionnaire to a second place ranking in the post questionnaire.  The 
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ranking was determined by the participants’ responses having the most agreement. There 
weren’t any dimensions assessed that earned a “strongly agree” in either the pre or post 
questionnaire with the subjects. The results of both the pre and post questionnaire are 
reflected in Table 2. 
Table 2 
 
Mean and Standard Deviation of the Six PLC Dimensions- Pre and Post Questionnaire 
 
 
PLC 
Dimensions 
Shared and 
Supportive 
Leadership 
 
     
Pre     Post 
 
Shared 
Values and 
Visions 
 
 
   Pre    Post 
 
Collective 
Learning 
and 
Application 
 
  Pre    Post 
 
Shared 
Personal 
Practice 
 
 
 Pre      Post 
 
Supportive 
Conditions – 
Relationships 
 
     
   Pre    Post 
 
Supportive 
Conditions 
– Structures 
 
 
   Pre    Post 
 
 
Mean: 
 
 
2.53    2.59        
 
2.63    2.69 
 
 2.85    3.05 
 
 2.45    2.33 
 
  2.60     2.90 
 
  2.65    2.67 
Standard 
Deviation: 
 0.64   0.70    0.76     0.64  0.71    0.65  0.86    0.90   0.67     0.88   0.76    0.84 
 
     When the PLCA-R was administered at the beginning of the research period, several 
key elements of the data were uncovered. The following is a graph representing the 
overall responses of the participants in each of the six categories.  The scales for the 
participant responses were strongly disagree (1), disagree (2), agree (3) and strongly 
agree (4). These results are represented in Table 3. 
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Table 3 
Collective Responses for the Pre- Questionnaire of Participants in the Six Dimensions 
  
     As indicated in the chart above, participants responses ranged between disagree and 
agree. The dimension of Collective Learning and Application had the highest score of 
agreement with the statements in that category. Collectively, the mean score was 2.85.  
     When uncovering the data, as referenced in the table 4, participants perceived that 
statements 21 on relationships and 23 on collaboration had the most agreement. 
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Participants also agreed with statement 29 on data analysis and statement 30 analysis of 
student work when concerning staff collaboration. Statement number 27 dealing with 
stakeholders and staff learning and applying new knowledge together received the lowest 
score and the least amount of agreement within the category. Table 4 reflects 
participants’ beliefs about collective learning and application when asked to respond to a 
particular statement. 
Table 4 
Participants’ Responses to PLC Dimension: Collective Learning and Application 
Statement 
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
21. 3.33 Staff members work together to seek knowledge, skills and 
strategies and apply this new learning to their work. 
22. 2.83 Collegial relationships exist among staff members that reflect 
commitment to school improvement efforts. 
23. 3.33 Staff members plan and work together to search for solutions to 
address diverse student needs. 
24. 2.67 A variety of opportunities and structures exist for collective 
learning through open dialogue. 
25. 2.67 Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects a respect for diverse 
ideas that lead to continued inquiry. 
26. 2.50 Professional development focuses on teaching and learning. 
27. 2.17 School staff members and stakeholders learn together and apply 
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     When given the opportunity to provide additional responses in the category of 
Collective Learning and Application, two of the participants responded with the 
following statements: “My smaller, personally chosen groups tend to seek out new 
knowledge and work together to implement changes more than those groups with forced 
membership (i.e. grade level, subject area)” reflected Participant One. Participant Two 
stated, “My perception is that we are being pushed more toward testing and data 
collection than instruction and learning.”  
     Conversely, when analyzing the data, the researcher found the dimension of Shared 
Personal Practice received the lowest score of 2.45. Within this collection of statements, 
item number 33 on information sharing of practice earned the highest ranking. Statement 
number 31 concerning peer observations and encouragement had the lowest score. 
Participants’ responses for the pre questionnaire are represented in Table 5.  
  
new knowledge to solve problems. 
28. 2.83 School staff members are committed to programs that enhance 
learning. 
29. 3.17 Staff members collaboratively analyze multiple sources of data to 
assess the effectiveness of instructional practices. 
30. 3.00 Staff members collaboratively analyze student work to improve 
teaching and learning. 
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Table 5 
Participants’ Responses to PLC Dimension: Shared Personal Practice 
 
     Three participants elected to respond to the open ended items for the dimension of 
Shared Personal Practice. Participant Six wrote “We don't have the opportunity to 
observe each other teaching, but we do offer assistance and suggestions when asked, or 
Statement 
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
31. 1.67 Opportunities exist for staff members to observe peers and offer 
encouragement. 
32. 2.17 Staff members provide feedback to peers related to instructional 
practices. 
33. 3.17 Staff members informally share ideas and suggestions for improving 
student learning. 
34. 2.83 Staff members collaboratively review student work to share and 
improve instructional practices. 
35. 2.17 Opportunities exist for coaching and mentoring. 
36. 2.67 Individuals and teams have the opportunity to apply learning and 
share the results of their practices. 
37. 2.50 Staff members regularly share student work to guide overall school 
improvement. 
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during planning times.” Participant One expressed “Again, if I were just considering my 
two small self-selected groups, I would be able to answer more positively. But in 
considering all of the groups that I'm part of, I feel like there is not a culture in place 
where people are open to learning new things or sharing student work to get ideas to 
improve.” Participant Two shared a different view from Participant One. Participant Two 
wrote, “There is a tremendous amount of sharing of ideas and materials both 
academically and behaviorally. I work with a group of people who support each other to 
help with the overall education of our students.” Participant One was working in a new 
grade level and team. Participant Two was working in the same grade level and teaching 
the same singular content that they taught in their previous building. 
     The data show that the four other categories assessed in the questionnaire were all 
within the range of 2.53 to 2.65 for agreement with the participants.   
    In the dimension of Shared and Supportive Leadership, statement number eleven on 
using data to inform teaching and learning decisions received the highest level of 
agreement.  Statement four on pro-activeness and addressing issues showed the least 
amount of agreement when concerning principal leadership behavior. Participants’ 
responses for this dimension are reflected in Table 6. 
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Table 6 
Participants’ Responses to PLC Dimension: Shared and Supportive Leadership 
Statement  
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
1. 2.50 Staff members are consistently involved in discussing and 
making decisions about most school issues. 
2. 2.67 The principal incorporates advice from staff members to 
make decisions. 
3. 2.33 Staff members have accessibility to key information. 
4. 1.83 The principal is proactive and addresses areas where support 
is needed. 
5. 2.67 Opportunities are provided for staff members to initiate 
change. 
6. 2.17 The principal shares responsibility and rewards for innovative 
actions. 
7. 2.33 The principal participates democratically with staff sharing 
power and authority. 
8. 2.67 Leadership is promoted and nurtured among staff members. 
9. 3.00 Decision-making takes place through committees and 
communication across grade and subject areas. 
10. 2.17 Stakeholders assume shared responsibility and accountability 
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     In the open-ended response section for this dimension, three participants wrote 
additional comments. Participant Six penned, “This is my first year with this principal. I 
am still getting to know the principal at our building so it is difficult to have a strong 
feeling one way or the other on some of the questions.” Participant Two had stronger 
feelings about the leadership of the building. This responder stated “ A new building and 
staff with too little early communication of goals, expectations, and overall vision 
contributed to a feeling of inefficient leadership.” Participant One was consistent in their 
beliefs and attitudes about the various professional learning communities they have been 
involved in. This participant stated, “My experiences in PLCs definitely vary. Some are 
run as I truly see a PLC - everybody has equal power, there is trust, everybody's voices 
are heard, and changes come from these groups. Others are called "PLCs" but really they 
are just meetings where we get information, there is definitely one leader, and the 
decisions really aren't up to the group members.” 
     Reviewing the data collected for the dimension of Shared Values and Vision, Table 7 
reflects that statement 14 on school improvement focused on student learning and 
statement 20 on the use of data to prioritize actions have the highest agreement. When 
participants were asked to respond to school goals, they indicated that they did not agree 
that there was a focus on student learning beyond test scores and grades. 
for student learning without evidence of imposed power and 
authority. 
11. 3.50 Staff members use multiple sources of data to make decisions 
about teaching and learning. 
 68 
Table 7 
Participants’ Responses to PLC Dimension: Shared Values and Vision 
 
Statement  
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
12. 2.67 A collaborative process exists for developing a shared sense of 
values among staff. 
13. 2.83 Shared values support norms of behavior that guide decisions 
about teaching and learning. 
14. 3.00 Staff members share visions for school improvement that have 
an undeviating focus on student learning. 
15. 2.83 Decisions are made in alignment with the school's values and 
vision. 
16. 2.33 A collaborative process exists for developing a shared vision 
among staff. 
17. 1.83 School goals focus on student learning beyond test scores and 
grades. 
18. 2.83 Policies and programs are aligned to the school's vision. 
19. 2.33 Stakeholders are actively involved in creating high expectations 
that serve to increase student achievement. 
20. 3.00 Data are used to prioritize actions to reach a shared vision. 
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     Two participants responded in the open-ended section for the dimension of Shared 
Values and Vision. Participant One was consistent in their response about their 
perceptions of the learning communities to which they belong. This respondent stated,  
“I think we like to say that we have these shared values and vision, but 
many people's actions are really more about what's best for adults. In my 
one PLC that I feel is a true PLC, I feel everything we have done has 
really been focused on students and improving education for them, and 
were I just considering that group of people all of these items would be 
marking agree. But in taking into consideration all of the PLCs I'm part of, 
I have to go more towards the negative side.”  
     Participant Two had similar beliefs. This participant wrote, “In a transition year - new 
building and staff - I felt there was a step backwards from a PLC that was functioning at a 
higher efficiency the previous year.” 
     Table 8 documents the area of Supportive Conditions – Relationships. Participants 
agreed with statement 38 that caring relationships exist among staff and students that are 
built on trust and respect. However, statement number 40 received the lowest score when 
dealing with recognizing and celebrating outstanding achievement.  
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Table 8 
Participants’ Responses to PLC Dimension: Supportive Conditions- Relationships 
 
     In the open-ended comments section for Supportive Conditions – Relationships, the 
opinions were widely different. Two participants had similar responses and one was very 
different. Participants Six and Two stated respectively, “The staff members I work with 
are supportive, helpful and encouraging to one another.” and “I believe I work with an 
outstanding staff supportive of each other and willing to assist in any way for the 
betterment of the students.” However, Participant One was less optimistic in their 
Statement 
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
38. 3.00 Caring relationships exist among staff and students that are built 
on trust and respect. 
39. 2.67 A culture of trust and respect exists for taking risks. 
40. 2.33 Outstanding achievement is recognized and celebrated regularly 
in our school. 
41. 2.50 School staff and stakeholders exhibit a sustained and unified 
effort to embed change into the culture of the school. 
42. 2.50 Relationships among staff members support honest and 
respectful examination of data to enhance teaching and learning. 
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response. This individual stated, “We have a long way to go to build a culture like this 
[referring to questions on the questionnaire] in our building.”  
     When considering the data for the category of Supportive Conditions- Structures, the 
participants in the study agreed with statement number 48: The school facility is clean, 
attractive and inviting. Participants had the most disagreement with statement 45: Fiscal 
resources are available for professional development.   
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Table 9 
Participants’ Responses to PLC Dimension: Supportive Conditions- Structures 
Statement  
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
43. 2.50 Time is provided to facilitate collaborative work. 
44. 2.33 The school schedule promotes collective learning and shared 
practice. 
45. 2.00 Fiscal resources are available for professional development. 
46. 2.50 Appropriate technology and instructional materials are available to 
staff. 
47. 2.50 Resource people provide expertise and support for continuous 
learning. 
48. 3.67 The school facility is clean, attractive and inviting. 
49. 3.00 The proximity of grade level and department personnel allows for 
ease in collaborating with colleagues. 
50. 2.67 Communication systems promote a flow of information among staff 
members. 
51. 2.50 Communication systems promote a flow of information across the 
entire school community including: central office personnel, parents, 
and community members. 
52. 2.83 Data are organized and made available to provide easy access to staff 
members. 
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     Two participants responded in the open-ended portion for the dimension of Supportive 
Conditions - Structures. Participant Two focused on the data analysis portion of the 
questions stating, “Some (younger) staff are much more adept at maneuvering through 
the data than others.” It should be noted that Participant Two was the most senior 
member of the participant group. Participant Six was very supportive in their response to 
the structures the district had in place. This participant stated,  
“The school district strongly supports continuous learning and research-
based best practices. In grad school professors often ask if we are familiar 
with certain research-based practices, programs, assessments and 
interventions. I have been taught most of these practices through the 
district because we utilize them to best meet the needs of our students. 
Most of the strategies and programs suggested by recent research, we are 
doing. I feel that I have been taught a lot by the district each year, and 
could see by comparison that that is not the case for educators in most 
other districts.”  
Post Questionnaire Data 
     Participants in this study also completed a post questionnaire. This questionnaire was 
identical to the one that was completed at the beginning of the study. As reflected in the 
participants’ original responses, Collective Learning- Application received the highest 
level of agreement for the statements presented in this dimension. The data shows that 
overall; the level of agreement was higher in the post questionnaire than in the pre 
questionnaire. Table 10 reflects these results. As was the case in the pre questionnaire, 
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participants could chose from strongly disagree (1), disagree (2), agree (3), strongly agree 
(4). 
Table 10 
Collective Post- Questionnaire Responses of Participants in the Six Dimensions 
 
     In comparing the post responses to the first questionnaire, the data for Collective 
Learning and Application shows that the same statements received agreement. However, 
in the post questionnaire, statement 30 pertaining to the collaborative analysis of student 
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work, and statement 23, planning and work earned the highest agreement among the 
contributors. Participant Four, who had not responded to the open ended portion in the 
pre questionnaire, and Participant One, who commented consistently, both reflected on 
their perceptions of the collaborative relationships among staff members who were not 
part of their direct circle of influence. Participant Four stated,” The majority of 
collaborative relationships exist only among grade level staff.” This participant implied 
that on rare occasions, the barriers that exist between other grade levels and content areas 
are broken and that limited collaboration occurs.  
     Participant One continued to distinguish between various learning groups. This 
contributor wrote, “For all of these that say agree, please see my comment from #14. In 
thinking about my small three person PLC the answer to this would be Strongly Agree, 
but when talking about the grade-level PLC, I would disagree because too many put 
teacher needs first so I picked the middle.” When reviewing the data, this participate 
chose “agree”. 
     The two lowest scores in this category were for statement 26: professional 
development focuses on teaching and learning, as well as for statement 27: learning 
together and problem solving. These results are documented in Table 11. 
Table 11 
Post Results: Participants’ Responses to the Collective Learning and Application 
Dimension 
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Statement  
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
21. 3.17 Staff members work together to seek knowledge, skills and strategies 
and apply this new learning to their work. 
22. 2.83 Collegial relationships exist among staff members that reflect 
commitment to school improvement efforts. 
23. 3.67 Staff members plan and work together to search for solutions to 
address diverse student needs. 
24. 2.67 A variety of opportunities and structures exist for collective learning 
through open dialogue. 
25. 2.67 Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects a respect for diverse 
ideas that lead to continued inquiry. 
26. 2.50 Professional development focuses on teaching and learning. 
27. 2.50 School staff members and stakeholders learn together and apply new 
knowledge to solve problems. 
28. 3.33 School staff members are committed to programs that enhance 
learning. 
29. 3.50 Staff members collaboratively analyze multiple sources of data to 
assess the effectiveness of instructional practices. 
30. 3.67 Staff members collaboratively analyze student work to improve 
teaching and learning. 
 
     As reflected in the data for the pre questionnaire, participants ranked the dimension of 
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Shared Personal Practice as the lowest when reviewing the scores for agreement. This 
ranking dropped from the pre questionnaire results. When disaggregating the results from 
the post questionnaire, the following information was revealed and reflected in Table 12. 
Table 12 
Post Results: Participants’ Responses to the Shared Personal Practice Dimension  
Statement  
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
31. 1.50 Opportunities exist for staff members to observe peers and offer 
encouragement. 
32. 2.00 Staff members provide feedback to peers related to instructional 
practices. 
33. 3.33 Staff members informally share ideas and suggestions for 
improving student learning. 
34. 2.83 Staff members collaboratively review student work to share and 
improve instructional practices. 
35. 2.00 Opportunities exist for coaching and mentoring. 
36. 2.33 Individuals and teams have the opportunity to apply learning and 
share the results of their practices. 
37. 2.33 Staff members regularly share student work to guide overall 
school improvement. 
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     When prompted to respond in the open-ended section for the dimension of Shared 
Personal Practice, another participant provided a first time response. Participant Five 
believed that when reflecting on Shared Personal Practice “…one of the biggest road 
block to this is time.” Participant Two wrote that sharing personal practice is a result of 
the commitment of the members to finding the time. They stated, “I think #36 we are not 
provided the opportunity as much as we find time to collaborate.” Participant One 
continued to differentiate their member groups by writing “In (statement numbers) 33, 34 
and 36 ‘the agrees’ apply more to my 3 person team. Other people are not as willing to 
share / discuss student work or how they provide instruction in their classroom. They also 
tend to find suggestions for different instructional strategies as an attack on the current 
practice as opposed to embracing change.”  
     The second highest dimension to receive agreement from the subjects was for 
Supportive Conditions- Relationships. Participant responses are noted in Table 13. Again, 
statement 38 confirmed that participants believed there are relationships built on trust and 
respect in this school. This statement ranked the highest in this dimension. Participants 
also agreed that a culture of trust and respect existed by rating this statement with a 3.0. 
Statement 40 indicated there was some disagreement as to whether or not participants 
believed there were change efforts that were sustained and unified in the school 
community. 
Table 13 
Post Questionnaire: Participants’ Responses to the Dimension of Supportive Conditions-
Relationships 
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Statement 
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
38. 3.33 Caring relationships exist among staff and students that are built 
on trust and respect. 
39. 3.00 A culture of trust and respect exists for taking risks. 
40. 2.83 Outstanding achievement is recognized and celebrated regularly in 
our school. 
41. 2.50 School staff and stakeholders exhibit a sustained and unified effort 
to embed change into the culture of the school. 
42. 2.83 Relationships among staff members support honest and respectful 
examination of data to enhance teaching and learning. 
 
     Only one member commented separately on this dimension. Participant Two wrote in 
reference to statement number 41, “I think some stakeholders participate and therefore 
have a stronger voice. It would be nice to get more parents and community involved but I 
don't know how to do that.”  
     In the dimension of Shared Values and Vision, the same statements from the pre 
questionnaire were still ranked high in the post questionnaire. These were statement 14 
referring to school improvement vision focused on student learning and statement 20 
using data to prioritize actions. However, in the post data, statement 18: Policies and 
programs are aligned to the school’s vision also indicated agreement. Statement 16: A 
collaborative process exists for developing a shared vision among staff was the lowest, 
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replacing statement 17 on goals focused on more than test scores and grades as the lowest 
ranked statement in the original questionnaire. Post responses are reflected in Table 14.  
Table 14 
Post Questionnaire: Participants’ Responses to the Dimension of Shared Values and 
Vision 
Statement  
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
12. 2.33 A collaborative process exists for developing a shared sense of 
values among staff. 
13. 2.67 Shared values support norms of behavior that guide decisions about 
teaching and learning. 
14. 3.00 Staff members share visions for school improvement that have an 
undeviating focus on student learning. 
15. 2.83 Decisions are made in alignment with the school's values and vision. 
16. 2.17 A collaborative process exists for developing a shared vision among 
staff. 
17. 2.33 School goals focus on student learning beyond test scores and grades. 
18. 3.00 Policies and programs are aligned to the school's vision. 
19. 2.67 Stakeholders are actively involved in creating high expectations that 
serve to increase student achievement. 
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     Individual comments for the Shared Values and Vision dimension generated many 
responses for certain statement questions. When rating statement 12: A collaborative 
process exists for developing a shared sense of values among staff two participants 
specifically addressed their perceptions. Participant One wrote “the process exists if you 
do what more vocal staff members want; anything beyond that is met with a ton of 
resistance.” Participant Two had a slightly different perspective by writing, “this never 
really occurred and I think it could have been very productive with the expertise of our 
staff.   
     Participant One again referred to the difference in team membership by writing “ in 
thinking about my small 3 person PLC the answer to this [statement 14 shared vision 
focused on student learning] would be Strongly Agree, but when talking about the grade-
level PLC, I would disagree because too many put teacher needs first so I picked the 
middle.” This individual went on to state “in thinking about school wide decisions, I feel 
some are made more to keep people happy than to meet the vision.”  
     Member Two went on to comment about the difference between what was occurring 
internally at the school and with the larger educational community by stating “I think 
teacher goals exhibit this but school and legislative "goals" often contradict extending 
beyond the ‘test’.” Participant Four commented on statement 20 indicating, “Data are 
used to drive instruction. This data tend to come from standardized tests that do not 
20. 3.17 Data are used to prioritize actions to reach a shared vision. 
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always accurately show student's growth and potential. A more consistent way to 
analyzing growth and achievement is necessary.” 
     When analyzing the dimension of Supportive Conditions-Structures, statement 48 
referring to the state of the building received the highest ranking in the entire 
questionnaire. This rating seems to be in line with the fact that all participants work in a 
brand new facility with significant upgrades to any other facility in the district. Statement 
49 concerning the physical layout of the building as well as statement 52 related to data 
received agreement among the participants. The statement with the most disagreement 
was statement 45: Fiscal resources are available for professional development. This 
appears to be in line with current financial constraints in budgeting. Table 15 captures the 
participants’ responses related to this dimension. 
Table 15 
Post Questionnaire: Participants’ Responses to the Dimension of Supportive Conditions- 
Structures 
Statement 
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
43. 2.17 Time is provided to facilitate collaborative work. 
44. 2.17 The school schedule promotes collective learning and shared 
practice. 
45. 2.00 Fiscal resources are available for professional development. 
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46. 2.50 Appropriate technology and instructional materials are available 
to staff. 
47. 2.83 Resource people provide expertise and support for continuous 
learning. 
48. 3.83 The school facility is clean, attractive and inviting. 
49. 3.33 The proximity of grade level and department personnel allows 
for ease in collaborating with colleagues. 
50. 2.33 Communication systems promote a flow of information among 
staff members. 
51. 2.33 Communication systems promote a flow of information across 
the entire school community including: central office personnel, 
parents, and community members. 
52. 3.17 Data are organized and made available to provide easy access to 
staff members. 
     Participants provided additional insight into this dimension through their posted 
comments. Indicating that while the structures were available, how they were used 
contributed to an overall dissatisfaction. Participant Four perceived that communication 
was a concern. This individual stated “There is often a breakdown of communication 
when information is shared. Key individuals are often forgotten and information that is 
assumed to be shared or known is not always communicated.” The statement related to 
the promotion of collective learning and shared practice was addressed by Participant 
Two in their written comments. This member stated “I think this occurs among teachers 
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constantly but I'm not sure the schedule promotes it.” Participant One commented that 
“technology is available but there is no support for appropriate use.”  
     In the professional learning community dimension area of Shared and Supportive 
Leadership, Table 16 shows that the only statement that had aggregate agreement was 
statement 11: Staff members use multiple sources of data to make decisions about 
teaching and learning. Given the experience the researcher has with the participants, this 
statement reflects ongoing practice within the school as well as district and something 
that was well established before the new building. Again, as in the first questionnaire, 
statement four regarding the principal’s practice received the most disagreement.
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Table 16 
Post Questionnaire: Participants’ Responses to the Dimension of Shared and Supportive 
Leadership 
Statement  
# 
Mean 
Score 
Statement Text 
1. 2.67 Staff members are consistently involved in discussing and making 
decisions about most school issues. 
2. 2.67 The principal incorporates advice from staff members to make 
decisions. 
3. 2.67 Staff members have accessibility to key information. 
4. 1.67 The principal is proactive and addresses areas where support is 
needed. 
5. 2.67 Opportunities are provided for staff members to initiate change. 
6. 2.33 The principal shares responsibility and rewards for innovative 
actions. 
7. 2.33 The principal participates democratically with staff sharing power 
and authority. 
8. 2.67 Leadership is promoted and nurtured among staff members. 
9. 2.83 Decision-making takes place through committees and 
communication across grade and subject areas. 
10. 2.50 Stakeholders assume shared responsibility and accountability for 
student learning without evidence of imposed power and authority. 
11. 3.50 Staff members use multiple sources of data to make decisions 
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about teaching and learning. 
 
     In reviewing the data that were collected throughout this entire dimension, the data 
seemed to indicate that there was a concern with the positional leader of the building. 
Item four in the questionnaire received the lowest score of any of the statements in the 
survey. One Participant Two wrote “I feel we did not have a school "plan" to begin the 
year and therefore leadership was more reactive than proactive. Many individuals take 
charge and take leadership rolls but although it is not generally discouraged I don't think 
it is ‘promoted.” Participant Six asked “who should be imposing the power and authority 
(the stakeholders or the district)?”  
      Participant One reflected about the limitations of not actually seeing how colleagues 
teach. This individual wrote, “For question #11 I'm answering for my two teammates and 
I because I know that we use data to make all of our teaching decisions. In thinking about 
the other PLCs I'm in, people talk about using data, but I'm not sure exactly how much of 
that happens once they get into their classrooms.”  
     In addition to the data collected from the questionnaires and open-ended responses, 
each participant in the study also provided information through structured interviews, 
observations and document studies. The researcher continued to focus on the central 
question addressed in this study with the remainder of the data collected. The structured 
interviews took place in the participants’ own classroom setting. The researcher believed 
that by being in their own environment, the subjects would be better able to reflect and 
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react to the structured interview questions. The document studies were retrieved 
electronically and the observations were conducted at the participants’ worksite. 
Tremendous amounts of data were gathered through this collection process and additional 
insight was gained.  
Structured Interviews, Observations and Document Studies 
     The goal of this study was to determine the how the development of a culture of 
learning for staff is impacted by a new setting with new leadership. Given that the 
structured interview questions aligned with specific questions from the study, the 
remainder of the data is categorized in that manner. Supporting data from the 
observations and document studies are also included.  
Research Question One 
     The first research question in this study focused on the skills, attitudes and beliefs of 
participants when attempting to develop learning communities in new settings. Questions 
one, two and three in the structured interviews specifically addressed this concept. Total 
responses in the remainder of the data sources related to the coding of skills, attitudes and 
beliefs were found in 15% of the overall data. Participants noted criteria such as:  
“willingness to be a learner”; 
 “learning and teaching at a pace that met the needs of the learner”;  
“positivity”;  
“being a problem solver”;  
“open to new ideas”;  
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“seeking continuous learning opportunities (for example: staff development, 
blogs, websites, graduate classes)”;  
“ongoing assessment of individual practice”; and  
“ being an active listener”.  
Participants in this study valued the ability to collaborate. A belief that there 
would be a supportive environment from colleagues, leaders and other stakeholders was 
mentioned by half of the interviewees. Other responses include: 
“ being a risk taker in learning opportunities”; 
“ knowledge of and teaching resources”; 
“the ability to be organized”; and  
“working with ‘heart”.  
     One participant stated “I think being part of a community, being part of a positive 
successful part of community is a lot of a person’s choice.  And I think there are many 
people in this community who did not really want to be part of this community and 
therefore instead of making the choice to make the best of the situation they’ve been put 
in, [they] are making the choice to just be not happy with it. It’s really the people who 
have to make the difference. So – I think getting the right people in the right places is 
what’s really going to be the key.”  
 
     While all of the participants answered, “yes” when asked about the importance of a 
mission statement, the group was split in their perspective on the district mission. One 
participant believed that the district’s mission was reflected in what was said but not in 
the actions of the individuals in the school. Another participant shared their belief that “ 
At the district level we are reaching it by saying that we are doing the best for kids, but 
 89 
not down at the school level where there are additional roadblocks for making that 
happen.” A third participant felt that the district level was “bound by legislative issues 
(testing, data collection) and that teachers are caught in the middle of what experience 
tells us is best for kids and what lawmakers think is measureable.” 
    Three interviewees shared that the actions of the professional staff were reflected the 
district’s mission as demonstrated by more collaboration, willingness to accept ideas and 
share through the work of administration and staff, a stronger focus on individual growth 
of students. One participant stated, “We are here for a purpose. We are here to see that 
mission to be successful.” 
     In summary, participants in this study valued ongoing learning opportunities 
supported by colleagues and administration which promoted collaboration among peers, 
positional leaders and other school stakeholders all focused on student learning. The 
belief that colleagues’ actions coupled with their own desire to learn strongly influenced 
the development of the learning community in a new setting. 
Research Question Two 
     The second research question focused on trust and the development within a learning 
community. This research question directly corresponded to questions seven, eight and 
nine in the structured interview. The data showed that when participants were working in 
their small, self selected groups, the feelings of trust or “trust factor” was greater than 
when the learning groups were imposed by structure or leadership. Participant One stated,  
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“With our designated learning group, the people chose to be part of the 
community.  They wanted to be part of that community, so I think because 
they wanted to be part of that community they were, they’re more likely to 
work toward common goals and be more open to the difficult 
conversations and to step up and take leadership roles or to step up and 
take on more tasks that are asked of them, because it was their choice.  I 
think also because we have worked together for so long and it was such a 
small group of us we also had the opportunity to build that trust.  And I 
think that just comes with the size of the group, it’s a lot easier to build 
trust in a small group than it is in a large group.” 
     All participants mentioned feeling supported with their ideas, beliefs and actions in 
helping them develop a sense of trust. One participant expressed their concern for the 
lack of trust that they felt in the new building with new participants on their learning 
team. This interviewee shared,  
“You would think people would want you to be open and honest with 
them.  You would think that if there was a problem or there was 
something going on, people would want you to come and talk to them 
about it.  And what I’m really seeing with the majority of the people here 
is that they don’t want that.  They would rather you just put a smile on and 
pretend like nothing is wrong and not deal with the problems or the issues.  
They’re perfectly fine if you talk about it behind their backs but they 
don’t, they don’t want to address problems or concerns.  With that being 
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said though there are some really wonderful and supportive people here 
that know I can go to and trust as well.  So, but I would say the latter far 
out number the former.”  
      Another subject noted:   “There is a connect[ion] with our PLP group in the different 
grades. I don’t think there’s a true connect yet among grade levels. We don’t know each 
other. And there’s a feeling that you know, are we a middle school, are we an elementary 
school are we an intermediate school and I think that some of those boundaries are not, 
have not, been solidified.”  
     Also noted in the data, when participants felt that others had the same goals and work 
ethic as them, the trust seemed to increase. This was evidenced in the following statement  
“…I have the highest respect for the teachers that I work with because 
they really do care about the kids and I see their commitment every day 
and how hard they work and I know that they all take work home.  And 
you know, knock themselves out every day to try to meet the needs of the 
kids.  Because you know they’re like the to do list, it’s forever long and it 
never ends and it can wear you down.  And when someone does get worn 
down the other teachers rally around them and you know, either by word 
or deed encourage that person because we’ve all been there.  So we know 
how it is, so I think it’s extremely supportive environment.”  
    Another participant reinforced this belief with the following comments during their 
interview: “The people I teach with within my department, so I have to say 
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science, we have an extremely close relationship we know each other on a 
personal level. We’re able to, you know, bounce ideas off of each other.  
We are able to share ideas about students, you know, how we might be 
reaching a student where someone else may not be and we’re able to, you 
know, figure out how we can best suite or provide a learning environment 
for that student. We are supportive. I trust them.  Once you start breaking 
out among the wing that I work in, I think some of that communication in 
that relationship I have starts to break down. There is more of a disconnect 
among the content at the grade levels.  I think we have support to do what 
we want in our classrooms but I don’t think with the adults at the 
administration level, there’s clear communication.”  
     Participant Six shared that trust had “nothing to do with the building itself.” She went 
on to say it’s “…more of the environment that’s been established inside the building 
where you can trust the people you work with.  Where people are treated fairly, where 
your expectations are set and you meet them. You’re allowed to fail. There are positive 
people, with good expectations both behaviorally and educationally.  That people are 
working toward a common goal.”   
     There were relationship behaviors that were witnessed through the observations that 
reinforced this data. During the observations, the subjects shared personal information 
freely with one another, asked about the outside interests of the people in the group, 
expressed a willingness to help both in the workplace and outside of the workplace, 
laughed with each other, leaned into the person talking in the group, exchanged ideas, 
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smiled, nodded in agreement when someone spoke. The researcher also noted that when 
someone disagreed with an opinion or direction, the person who disagreed would make 
statements such as “While I understand why you may believe that, do you think, maybe 
we could try it this way because…?” or “I hear you, but I was wondering if…?” 
Research Question Three 
     The third research question focused on the role of leadership in the development of a 
collaborative culture. Questions four, five and six were all designed to uncover 
participants’ perspectives for this dimension. Several key factors emerged from the 
participants’ responses. Overall, collaborative relationships, healthy culture and 
leadership were identified in 66% of the responses and other data sources.  
     The data clearly show that all participants felt that it was first and foremost the 
administrator’s job to be the leader of the building and that this positional leader was the 
most instrumental in developing a collaborative culture in the building. Participants 
believed that in order to develop a collaborative culture, the leader must model the 
desired leadership behavior- “walk-the-talk” and set good examples of being a leader. 
They revealed that leaders should be clear in their communication of key ideas; establish 
trust with staff members by demonstrating expertise in the field, being accurate and 
factual all of the time, show consistent, predictable, and honest interactions. Participants 
also shared that trust was gained when the leader demonstrated integrity and held people 
accountable for their behaviors as well as their performance. There was a strong 
consensus that the leader should not shy away from conflict and “address it head on” but 
have the ability to support others by pushing them toward success and encouraging 
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people to learn from their mistakes. The participants cautioned, however, that the leader 
should also balance the results that are desired for the building with the needs of the 
people within the organization. Interviewees also believed, as supported by their 
responses, that the leader should be able to motivate others with their energy and 
enthusiasm and connect this energy and enthusiasm with the work of others. Many 
participants mentioned that the leader should provide a sense of direction by connecting 
the day-to-day activities of the staff with the vision and mission of the building.  The 
ability to collaborate with the staff and key stakeholders as well as build strong, positive 
relationships were also identified as critical. While all of the leadership behaviors were 
noted for the principal, many participants shared that they believed these same behaviors 
could be applicable for the staff.  
     Participant Five remarked,  
“ Administrators have to be the leaders and take ownership of the 
leadership roles.  But I also think that professional educators and teachers 
have to be responsible for that too because, just because someone is, has 
an administrative title doesn’t mean they can be the only leader in a 
building. I think that having administrators who are good role models as 
leaders is important but I do think that the teaching staff can be leaders 
too.  Whether it be on their team, whether it be in their grade level, 
whether it be to the school as a whole.  I think that if the administrators are 
the only leaders in the building, there’s going to be a lot of lost sheep.”   
     Another subject commented,  
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“Administrators know what’s out there, scouting out what’s happening in 
education and what they need to share across, you know, trickle down in 
through their schools.  …There needs to be some kind of a balance there 
between, you know, the vision for the school and also from the ground/ 
the staff; from the top down and from the ground up like, the vision should 
kind of meet in the middle.  Then, everyone becomes a leader. All leaders 
should also be facilitators, pushing you to think in a different way” 
(Participant Two). 
     This belief was reinforced in another interview when Participant Six shared “ I think 
all of the adults are really leaders. Yes, it starts with, you know, the principal however, to 
be a leader you have to be a role model and have integrity and do the right thing and, you 
know, step up if there is an issue or a problem.  I think everyone needs to work together 
and if we all have that goal of leadership. We should all be on the same page and be 
supporting each other.” 
     However, Participant One shared a slightly different perspective when she stated “ I 
think some teachers try to step up and be leaders but it isn’t always accepted by the other 
teachers.  I know I don’t feel like we have any instructional leaders, or technology leaders 
in this building.  There are some managers but I don’t know that we have very strong 
leaders in this school. The principal should encourage leadership, not management.”  
      Participant Three shared, 
“ it would be nice if things were followed through. Sometimes things are 
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said on Monday one way. You meet the person Tuesday and it’s not the 
[answer] same. They twist or change their story.   And then you’re 
confused by the time you walk out the door.  So, I guess just follow 
through, more leadership is needed.  Because sometimes I think I’m not 
sure, well, I know who’s in charge, well, according to the paper, I know 
who’s in charge in the school.  But sometimes I’m not sure that person is 
always leading the charge or leading us in the direction that we’re 
supposed to go. Sometimes you’ll get one answer from somebody and 
then it’s a different answer from somebody else and sometimes I don’t 
know if they’re actually communicating with each other.  And when you 
don’t have communication at the top sometimes it just trickles down and 
leads to uncertainty.”  
     The data indicated that this “uncertainty” did not encourage a collaborative culture but 
promoted fear and isolation instead. When uncertainty existed, participants indicated that 
they were “confused” and “unsure of the direction the school community.” 
Summary 
     Chapter Four presented the research results of this qualitative/ mixed methods study 
using an instrumental case study approach. Three research questions were examined to 
determine professional teacher’s perceptions concerning the various dimensions of 
learning communities and the impact these dimensions have on the environment and 
development of a learning culture. The results of the research questions were gleaned 
from pre and post questionnaire responses, structured interviews, observations and 
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document studies. The data were reported in both chart and narrative form. A summary of 
results as well as future recommendations can be found in Chapter Five.  
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Chapter Five- Discussion 
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter presents findings from this qualitative/ mixed methods study that 
was conducted using an instrumental case study approach through the lens of social 
constructivism (Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005; Vygotsky, Cole, John-
Steiner, & Scribner, 1978). These findings were based upon data gathered from an online 
questionnaire, structured interviews, observations and document studies.   
The purpose of this study was to understand how a culture of professional 
learning was created when six former elementary and middle school educators from 
different schools moved to a new school as a result of a building project in a suburban 
school district in south central Pennsylvania. The researcher was interested in 
understanding the characteristics that shaped the practice of those who were members of 
the learning community. Through the investigation of collaborative relationships, 
leadership, trust and social capital, the researcher documented how participants engaged 
in opportunities to share their knowledge and understanding with others as well as 
contributed to and enhanced their own learning (Richardson, 2010; Sabah & Cook-Craig, 
2010;Schelcty, 2009; DuFour, DuFour, Eaker,& Many, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 2005; 
Guskey, 2003; Maldonado, 2003). 
     Through purposeful sampling, the researcher focused this study on six faculty 
members who were part of an existing learning group. These professional staff members 
previously worked in separate buildings within the school district prior to their new 
assignment however, they all belonged to an organized learning community in the 
previous year. Due to the district’s restructuring plan, the targeted population was 
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reassigned, requiring them to leave their previous work sites and move into a new facility 
with a new grade configuration designed for fourth, fifth and sixth grade classes. The six 
teachers who were the focus of this study were among the thirty-six classroom teachers 
and the two administrators assigned to the new school and each of them was already a 
member of the professional staff of the school district.  
The participants were selected for this study due to their existing membership in a 
district wide learning community that had been established when each member worked in 
different schools. The six participants all had elementary certification. Their years of 
experience in education ranged from four years to thirty-three years experience. Four of 
the participants were in four different elementary school settings the previous year. Two 
of the participants worked in the district’s middle school, on different student teams. Due 
to the redistricting efforts and building of the new school, these individuals now worked 
in the same building. Only one of the participants had previous work experience with the 
administrators that had been assigned to the new building. 
     The central question addressed in this study was focused on how a new setting may 
impact the development of a culture of learning for staff.  In order to better understand 
the research question, there were three sub questions in this study.  
1. How do the skills, attitudes and beliefs of learning communities develop when 
participants are placed in a new setting?  
2. How does trust develop within a learning community? 
3. How does leadership influence the development of a collaborative culture?  
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Findings and Interpretations 
     The researcher utilized a pre and post questionnaire, structured interviews, limited 
observations and document studies as data collection methods to gain insight into the 
research questions. In reviewing all of the data collected for this study, the researcher 
noted out of the 52 item online questionnaire, the participants ranked sixteen statements 
lower in the post questionnaire than the initial one. Fifteen of the statement responses 
stayed the same and twenty-one statements increased in agreement of their responses.  
     The dimension of Collective Learning and Application had the greatest level of 
agreement among the statements by the participants. This category dealt with the 
following skills and attributes: seeking new knowledge together; collegial relationships; 
collectively seeking solutions for student needs; structures for learning and dialogue; 
professional development; stakeholders work together; commitment to learning; 
determining effectiveness of practice through data analysis; and analysis of student work. 
Out of the ten statements only one, related to seeking knowledge together, showed a 
decline in agreement, however still along the agreement range. Four statements remained 
the same for agreement and five increased in the level of agreement. The five that 
increased referred to seeking solutions to address student needs; stakeholders work 
together; commitment to learning; determining effectiveness of practice through data 
analysis; and analysis of student work. Based on the analysis, the researcher believes the 
“newness” of the building, the uncertainty of the newly developing larger school culture 
and the lack of experience with the positional leadership, participants were required to 
work together to accomplish job tasks. By relying on each other, participants were able to 
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feel a sense of connectedness with their colleagues for whom they already had 
established relationships.  
     The dimension of the Shared Personal Practice documented the most decrease in 
agreement of responses, indicating to the researcher that the participants no longer found 
these statements applicable to their situation. In fact, this dimension ranked lower in the 
post questionnaire than the pre questionnaire. The researcher believes that the as time 
went on, staff became more isolated in their practice. Their responses lead the researcher 
to believe that they retreated to practices of what they knew from previous experiences 
and not necessarily what they gleaned from their colleagues. There seemed to be more 
frustration among the participants in that there were not formalized processes for sharing 
or reflecting on their practice, especially in light of having more time within the new 
building.   
     In the dimension of Supportive Conditions- Relationships, four out of the five 
statements increased in the level of agreement among the participants from the pre to the 
post questionnaire. The researcher believes that this increase in agreement indicates a 
level of comfort in general with other staff members, however when concerned with 
actual professional practice, the participants retreated to be individuals and groups who 
freely supported their efforts.  The statement on unified and sustained efforts of staff and 
stakeholders to embed change in the culture of the school remained the same. The 
researcher believed that this was because the building and all staff were new to the 
facility and that the perception was not everyone was moving in the same direction given 
the sizable number of staff working under the same roof. Conversely, the participants did 
indicate that risk taking was being promoted in the culture of the building.  
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     In the dimension of Shared Values and Vision, participant responses indicated that 
between the pre and post questionnaire, the participants were trying to develop a common 
vision for the school. However, the researcher interpreted from all of the data, that while 
they were trying to move forward, they weren’t necessarily doing it as a collective group. 
The participants rated only three out of nine statements as “agree” in this category. These 
statements were: Staff members share visions for school improvement that have an 
undeviating focus on student learning; Policies and programs are aligned to the school’s 
vision; and Data are used to prioritize actions to reach a shared vision. Having worked 
in the district, the researcher recognized that these statements all reflect previously 
demonstrated practices already embedded in the district and not ones that were newly 
developed by the participants in the building.   
     In the dimension of Supportive Conditions- Structures, three of the statements 
increased in their level of agreement. Participants perceived that resource people were 
available, the building was well maintained, and the physical layout of the building 
promoted collaboration. Interestingly, the researcher noted when analyzing the data, the 
research participants worked very closely with the original group when they first began 
working in the new building. However, while the participants noted the physical layout of 
the building promoted collaboration, the perception was that the building itself, as well as 
the schedule, became an obstacle to collaborate cross grade level. By the end of the 
research period, most of the participants developed a collaborative relationship with their 
new grade level partners and did not rely on their original, cross grade learning group as 
much to collaborate. One participant in this study actually created an additional circle of 
influence by reaching out to others outside of the building through the utilization of 
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technology. That participant indicated that they had a desire “to create a culture for true 
professional learning and dialogue that wasn’t hindered by the structures established in 
the school setting.” As evidenced by the data, the issues of time, schedules and 
communication efforts seemed to be an ongoing concern. Additionally participants 
perceived that dollars were not available for professional development for the staff. 
     In this dimension of Shared and Supportive Leadership, the participants remained the 
most consistent in their responses. The only statement that was rated as “agree” dealt 
with staff using multiple data sources to make decisions. The perception of the 
participants was that the positional leadership didn’t really address the needs of the 
participants but that there was recognition of successes of staff within the building. There 
was a slight increase in participants’ perceptions that they were more involved in decision 
making at the building level and had more ownership in the achievement of student 
learning. Given this data, the researcher believes that the positional leadership needed to 
be more intentional in their interactions with staff and anticipate the needs and concerns 
that the members had in order to change the perceptions of participants. This could have 
been accomplished with collaborative conversations resulting in action. 
Question One: How do the skills, attitudes and beliefs of learning communities 
develop when participants are placed in a new setting? 
     Every participant went to the new building with background knowledge and 
experiences in teaching developed over a period of time working within the same school 
district. While none of the subjects were new to the district, upon entering the new 
building, they were required to work with new partners, teams, structures and 
configurations.  Two of the participants had not worked in an elementary setting before 
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being assigned to the new building. Participants discovered that the physical structure of 
the building both promoted and hindered the participants’ ability to work with their 
original group. Through intentionally scheduled, prearranged meetings, the participants 
spent time discussing ways that they could learn and teach their students as well as their 
colleagues. These initial discussions were centered around the topic of instructional 
technology. When the subjects were back with their grade level colleagues, the focus was 
specific to content or grade.  
     The data collected led the researcher to conclude when the participants perceived that 
their colleagues would readily help them, they appeared to be willing to invest more time 
and energy in coaching and supporting each other, implementing suggestions for 
instructional practice, and gaining additional understanding. Through their collaborative 
interactions, participants were able to question their own thinking and assumptions, fill in 
the gaps of their own knowledge, and gain additional perspectives, which may have 
differed from their own.  
     When participants perceived that their efforts weren’t valued and believed that they 
were being prevented from collaborating due to a lack of support from colleagues and/or 
the positional leadership, a general fear of failure seemed to be apparent. Participants in 
this study valued ongoing learning opportunities supported by colleagues and 
administration which promoted collaboration among peers, positional leaders and other 
school stakeholders all focused on student learning. The belief that colleagues’ actions 
coupled with their own desire to learn strongly influenced the development of the 
learning community in a new setting. 
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Question Two: How does trust develop within a learning community?  
     When the participants were provided structured time to get to know each other and 
work together, strong working relationships were developed and encouraged.  The fear of 
isolation and failure was diminished. When fear was removed, participants began to seek 
out additional opportunities to work together and develop relationships where there was a 
perceived reciprocity for support and sense of belonging. Participants then made requests 
from their colleagues for help in their understanding, practice and or knowledge. When 
everybody started asking for help from each other, none of the participants seemed 
uncomfortable because they were all asking questions, seeking information and relying 
on each other. Colleagues were then able to provide help in areas that they didn’t realize 
their colleague needed, thus reinforcing their ability to establish trust with the group. The 
stronger the trust, the more involved the participants became and strengthened the bond 
of the group and their willingness to contribute. This behavior reinforced the feeling of 
belonging and sense of trust.  
     There were relationship behaviors that were witnessed through the observations that 
reinforced this data. During the observations, the subjects shared personal information 
freely with one another, asked about the outside interests of the people in the group, 
expressed a willingness to help both in the workplace and outside of the workplace, 
laughed with each other, leaned into the person talking in the group, exchanged ideas, 
smiled, nodded in agreement when someone spoke. The researcher also noted that when 
someone disagreed with an opinion or direction, the person who disagreed would make 
statements such as “While I understand why you may believe that, do you think, maybe 
we could try it this way because…?” or “I hear you, but I was wondering if…?” 
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Question Three: How does leadership influence the development of a collaborative 
culture?  
     The data clearly show that all participants felt that it was first and foremost the 
administrator’s job to be the leader of the building and that this positional leader was the 
most instrumental in developing a collaborative culture in the building. Participants 
believed that in order to develop a collaborative culture, the leader must model the 
desired leadership behavior- “walk-the-talk” and set good examples of being a leader. 
They revealed that leaders should be clear in their communication of key ideas; establish 
trust with staff members by demonstrating expertise in the field, being accurate and 
factual all of the time, show consistent, predictable, and honest interactions. Participants 
also shared that trust was gained when the leader demonstrated integrity and held people 
accountable for their behaviors as well as their performance. There was a strong 
consensus that the leader should not shy away from conflict and “address it head on” but 
have the ability to support others by pushing them toward success and encouraging 
people to learn from their mistakes. The participants cautioned, however, that the leader 
should also balance the results that are desired for the building with the needs of the 
people within the organization. Interviewees also believed, as supported by their 
responses, that the leader should be able to motivate others with their energy and 
enthusiasm and connect this energy and enthusiasm with the work of others. Many 
participants mentioned that the leader should provide a sense of direction by connecting 
the day-to-day activities of the staff with the vision and mission of the building.  The 
ability to collaborate with the staff and key stakeholders as well as build strong, positive 
relationships were also identified as critical. While all of the leadership behaviors were 
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noted for the principal, many participants shared that they believed these same behaviors 
could be applicable for the staff.  
     The data indicated that this “uncertainty” did not encourage a collaborative culture but 
instead promoted fear and isolation. When uncertainty existed, participants indicated that 
they were “confused” and “unsure of the direction the school community.” 
     In reviewing the research and all of the data collected, the researcher believes that the 
positional leader in an organization does have a critical role to play in the success of 
establishing a learning culture. While the participants and faculty may take on leadership 
positions, without the positional leader, many of the supportive structures became a 
barrier. This finding was also clear in the research of Leonard and Leonard (2003). The 
positional leader has to provide the structure in time, resources and support so that there 
are opportunities to set the vision, encourage collaboration among peers, support the 
work of the group, provide constructive feedback on both successes and failures, as well 
as encouraging all to participate in the work. By encouraging multiple stakeholders to 
take ownership of the learning culture, the participants become more vested in the change 
process enabling a strong learning culture to be developed. When participants felt safe, 
nurtured and validated, they more freely shared their thoughts and ideas. They were 
willing to listen to the constructive feedback of the peers and readily provide support and 
guidance. In the researcher’s opinion, both bonding and bridging social capital were at 
play within the targeted participant group (pg 24). 
     According to the research of Gates and Watkins (2010), the researcher believes that 
the practice for this participant group for this study centered around “emergent practice” 
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which focused on balancing district, state and federal mandates and “congruent practice” 
which focused on building consensus for best practice. The researcher continued to see 
themes throughout these research findings, which supported other research work. Little, 
Gearhart, Curry and Kalf (2003) noted that there were two high impact strategies that 
increased an organization’s ability to learn. These strategies were the use of protocols and 
employing skilled facilitation of the dialogue, which encouraged the establishment of 
groups and the ability to deepen the conversations. In reflecting on the data collected as 
well as the researcher’s past knowledge of the subjects, one of the participants had taken 
on the role as facilitator and demonstrated a strong ability in facilitation skills, however, 
there was a noticeable absence of protocols to guide the learning. Given that the setting 
was new and all of the participants were in a new building for the data collection period 
of this research, the researcher couldn’t help but wonder if the presence of protocols for 
collaboration would have increased the success of the learning culture.  
   
Recommendations for Practice 
     This research is critical for educational leaders who are interested in developing strong 
communities of instructional practice in new settings where educators can collaborate, 
share and develop knowledge bases that will contribute positively to staff and student 
learning. In this ever-changing world, educators will need to develop the skills, attitudes 
and beliefs that promote student learning. This study provides insight and information on 
this topic. The following are recommendations of educational leadership practice based 
upon the data and conclusions of this study: 
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1. Leaders should encourage and promote opportunities for staff to learn about the 
professional strengths of their colleagues to build greater understanding and 
capacity within the learning community. 
2. Positional leaders can reduce the feelings of isolation of staff by developing 
schedules that allow peers to observe each other. By promoting collaborative 
efforts and shared knowledge and understanding of practice teachers have the 
greater likelihood to impact student learning. 
3. There is a delicate balance between leading and following. Educational leaders 
should aware of the emotional needs of their staff to determine support structures 
necessary to promote the engagement in collaborative work.  
4. In order to build a sense of trust, individual and group accountability needs to be 
promoted within the learning community. 
5. By creating an environment where teachers can respectfully disagree and share 
their own opinions on teaching and learning, a greater sense of trust can develop. 
By developing trust, the learning community can be strengthened thus 
encouraging participants to share their knowledge and understanding to grow as 
professionals.  
6. Promote educational risk taking among teachers and encourage them to share 
their results with colleagues. By trying new ways of teaching and learning, staff 
will be able to grow in their own knowledge and practice. 
7. Develop opportunities for staff to take on leadership roles thus reinforcing their 
level of ownership in the work. 
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8. Educational leaders should use data to develop a shared and reliable knowledge 
base from which to build accountability. 
9. Encourage collaborative efforts by having teachers use protocols to share their 
practices that focus on student learning. 
10. Find ways to use technology to overcome the barriers of time to promote sharing 
of instructional practice and knowledge among teachers. 
11. Positional leaders should create opportunities for teachers to develop common 
goals and commitments to student learning. This will reinforce the work of 
learning communities. 
12.  Leaders can provide opportunities for teachers to learn more about each other 
personally to establish stronger working relationships.  
13. Positional leaders should provide time and resources to promote collaboration 
efforts with staff.   
14.  Leaders should help to establish expectations and clear direction on the desired 
results for student learning.  
15. When establishing a learning community, leaders should consider allowing choice 
in selecting teammates for a greater chance of success with collaborative efforts. 
Suggestions for Further Research 
Results from this study indicated some additional options for further research. 
1. Given the amount of change that educators experience, researchers could focus on 
the skill set necessary for positional leaders to be able to effectively lead teams in 
a new setting.   
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2. Researchers could conduct a study to investigate the potential of virtual settings in 
reducing barriers for the effective development of learning communities.  
3. Researchers could investigate how positional leaders address the emotional needs 
of their staff to facilitate change efforts in uncertain times.  
4. Researchers in this same district could continue this research study by utilizing 
the same research methods and determine if the participants’ perceptions may 
have changed and/ or stayed the same and document the impact the setting has 
had on student learning.  
5. Researchers could conduct a study to determine if the perception of the 
development of a large scale learning culture is different in a union environment 
versus an at-will environment. 
 
Conclusion 
     The purpose of this study was to understand how educators develop a new culture of 
learning for themselves and their students when they are assigned to a new school. This 
research documented how the attitudes, skills and beliefs of the participants developed as 
they worked in a new structure and determined what role trust and leadership played in 
this emerging culture. Six staff members from the same school district participated in this 
study. Pre and post questionnaires, structured interviews, observations, and document 
studies were utilized with all participants. 
     The overall results of the study suggested that while faculty members played an 
important role in maintaining an atmosphere of trust and collaboration, the positional 
leader was critical in the overall development of the new culture. Positional leaders were 
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better able to remove barriers perceived by staff members in working and learning 
together. 
     Positional leaders will find this information useful when trying to organize staff and 
establish new ways of learning in this ever-changing world. Leaders can use this study to 
determine the most effective methods and structure to engage teachers in collective 
learning to enhance teaching and learning.  
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APPENDIX A: Professional Learning Communities Assessment-Revised 
Directions: 
This questionnaire assesses your perceptions about your principal, staff, and stakeholders based on the 
dimensions of a professional learning community (PLC) and related attributes. This questionnaire contains 
a number of statements about practices that occur in some schools. Read each statement and then use the 
scale below to select the scale point that best reflects your personal degree of agreement with the statement. 
Select the appropriate option provided to the right of each statement. Select one response for each 
statement. Comments after each dimension section are optional.  
Key Terms: 
• Principal = Principal, not Associate or Assistant Principal 
• Staff/Staff Members = All adult staff directly associated with curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment of students 
• Stakeholders = Parents and community members 
Thank you for taking time to complete this task.  
 
Select one response for each question below. 
STATEMENTS SCALE 
Shared and Supportive 
Leadership 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
 
Disagree 
 
Agree 
 
Strongly 
Agree 
1. Staff members are consistently involved in 
discussing and making decisions about most 
school issues.     
2. The principal incorporates advice from staff 
members to make decisions.     
3. Staff members have accessibility to key 
information.     
4. The principal is proactive and addresses areas 
where support is needed.     
5. Opportunities are provided for staff members 
to initiate change.     
6. The principal shares responsibility and 
rewards for innovative actions.     
7. The principal participates democratically with 
staff sharing power and authority.     
8. Leadership is promoted and nurtured among 
staff members.     
9. Decision-making takes place through 
committees and communication across grade 
and subject areas.     
1
0. 
Stakeholders assume shared responsibility and 
accountability for student learning without 
evidence of imposed power and authority.     
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1
1. 
Staff members use multiple sources of data to 
make decisions about teaching and learning.     
COMMENTS: 
 
 
Shared Values and Vision  Strongly 
Disagree 
 
Disagree 
 
Agree 
 
Strongly 
Agree 
1
2. 
A collaborative process exists for developing a 
shared sense of values among staff.     
1
3. 
Shared values support norms of behavior that 
guide decisions about teaching and learning.     
1
4. 
Staff members share visions for school 
improvement that have an undeviating focus 
on student learning.     
1
5. 
Decisions are made in alignment with the 
school's values and vision.     
1
6. 
A collaborative process exists for developing a 
shared vision among staff.     
1
7. 
School goals focus on student learning beyond 
test scores and grades.     
1
8. 
Policies and programs are aligned to the 
school's vision.     
1
9. 
Stakeholders are actively involved in creating 
high expectations that serve to increase student 
achievement.     
2
0. 
Data are used to prioritize actions to reach a 
shared vision.     
COMMENTS: 
 
 
Collective Learning and 
Application 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
 
Disagree 
 
Agree 
 
Strongly 
Agree 
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2
1. 
Staff members work together to seek 
knowledge, skills and strategies and apply this 
new learning to their work.     
2
2. 
Collegial relationships exist among staff 
members that reflect commitment to school 
improvement efforts.     
2
3. 
Staff members plan and work together to 
search for solutions to address diverse student 
needs.     
2
4. 
A variety of opportunities and structures exist 
for collective learning through open dialogue.     
2
5. 
Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects 
a respect for diverse ideas that lead to 
continued inquiry.     
2
6. 
Professional development focuses on teaching 
and learning.     
2
7. 
School staff members and stakeholders learn 
together and apply new knowledge to solve 
problems.     
2
8. 
School staff members are committed to 
programs that enhance learning.     
2
9. 
Staff members collaboratively analyze multiple 
sources of data to assess the effectiveness of 
instructional practices.     
3
0. 
Staff members collaboratively analyze student 
work to improve teaching and learning.     
COMMENTS: 
 
 
Shared Personal Practice  Strongly 
Disagree 
 
Disagree 
 
Agree 
 
Strongly 
Agree 
3
1. 
Opportunities exist for staff members to 
observe peers and offer encouragement.     
3
2. 
Staff members provide feedback to peers 
related to instructional practices.     
3
3. 
Staff members informally share ideas and 
suggestions for improving student learning.     
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3
4. 
Staff members collaboratively review student 
work to share and improve instructional 
practices.     
3
5. 
Opportunities exist for coaching and 
mentoring.     
3
6. 
Individuals and teams have the opportunity to 
apply learning and share the results of their 
practices.     
3
7. 
Staff members regularly share student work to 
guide overall school improvement.     
COMMENTS: 
 
 
Supportive Conditions – 
Relationships 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
 
Disagree 
 
Agree 
 
Strongly 
Agree 
3
8. 
Caring relationships exist among staff and 
students that are built on trust and respect.     
3
9. 
A culture of trust and respect exists for taking 
risks.     
4
0. 
Outstanding achievement is recognized and 
celebrated regularly in our school.     
4
1. 
School staff and stakeholders exhibit a 
sustained and unified effort to embed change 
into the culture of the school.     
4
2. 
Relationships among staff members support 
honest and respectful examination of data to 
enhance teaching and learning.     
COMMENTS: 
 
 
Supportive Conditions – 
Structures 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
 
Disagree 
 
Agree 
 
Strongly 
Agree 
4 Time is provided to facilitate collaborative     
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3. work. 
4
4. 
The school schedule promotes collective 
learning and shared practice.     
4
5. 
Fiscal resources are available for professional 
development.     
4
6. 
Appropriate technology and instructional 
materials are available to staff.     
4
7. 
Resource people provide expertise and support 
for continuous learning.     
4
8. 
The school facility is clean, attractive and 
inviting.     
4
9. 
The proximity of grade level and department 
personnel allows for ease in collaborating with 
colleagues.     
5
0. 
Communication systems promote a flow of 
information among staff members.     
5
1. 
Communication systems promote a flow of 
information across the entire school 
community including: central office personnel, 
parents, and community members. 
    
5
2. 
Data are organized and made available to 
provide easy access to staff members.     
COMMENTS: 
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APPENDIX B: INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN STUDY 
 
Dear 
 
As a doctoral candidate at Drexel University, I am seeking your permission to participate 
in my research study focusing on how a culture of professional learning is created when 
educators from different schools move to a new school within an existing school system. 
I am interested in understanding the characteristics that shape the development of a 
culture of learning for staff and how this may be impacted by a new environment. 
 
My dissertation will be a qualitative study and analysis of professional teachers’ 
perceptions about the various dimensions of learning communities and how these impact 
their environment and the development of a learning culture.  For data gathering 
purposes, this research will employ the use of an online questionnaire, an individual 
interview, observations, as well as document studies, which will utilize existing artifacts 
of the participants. 
 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary; nevertheless, your participation 
will contribute to the success of this research and will be greatly appreciated.  The 
information gathered will contribute to the knowledge on developing a learning 
community culture. All of your responses and any identifying information, including 
email addresses and other electronic information in electronic correspondence will be 
kept confidential to the extent allowed by law. You may simply indicate your interest in 
participation in this study by signing this form and returning it to me in the postage paid 
envelop. If you choose to participate, please provide me with an email address that can be 
used for an online questionnaire. You may chose to use your school email account, 
however please be advised that your responses may not be kept fully confidential as your 
email account is owned by the school district.  
 
As an employee working within the same school district, I would like to assure you that 
your consent to participate in this study would not affect your position, salary and/or 
benefits with the district. Additionally, in the event that there would be any action within 
the next twenty four months that may negatively affect your position, salary and/or 
benefits with the district, I agree to have the Board Executive Committee comprised of 
three school board members serve as the district gatekeeper order to safeguard your 
interests and act as a neutral party. You have the right to not participate or withdraw from 
participation at anytime without prejudice, penalty or loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled. Finally, the results of this research study may be published but your 
name will not be used.  
 
Please let me know if you are willing to participate in this study by replying to this letter 
or in an email indicating your consent. Should you have any questions concerning this 
research study, please contact me at (717) 350-3890 or email me at mmb332@drexel.edu. 
I believe that this study will contribute much to the understanding of developing cultures 
of learning for professionals. 
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Thank you very much for your time and consideration of my request.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Michele M. Balliet 
Doctoral Candidate (Educational Leadership and Management) 
 
 
 
 
 
_______Yes, I am interested in participating in the research study entitled:  
A Qualitative Case Study and Analysis of Professional Teacher’s Perceptions 
Concerning Various Dimensions of Learning Communities and the Impact These 
Dimensions Have on the Environment and Development of a Learning Culture 
 
_______ No, I am not interested in participating in this research study. 
 
Please use the following email address for me to receive the online questionnaire: 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
I realize that if I use my school district email account, my responses may not remain 
totally anonymous.  
 
 
Participant’s Signature: 
_____________________________________________________ 
Date: 
____________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C: SITE PERMISSION REQUEST FOR STUDY 
83 Jacobs Creek Drive 
Hershey, PA 17033 
Tel: 717-350-8390 
Email: mmb332@drexel.edu 
 
Dear Mr. Rowley, President of the EASD Board of School Directors, 
 
I am writing to seek your permission to conduct my research in the Elizabethtown Area 
School District, specifically Bear Creek School, for my doctoral dissertation. I am 
interested in working with six professional teaching staff members on how a culture of 
professional learning is created when educators from different schools move to a new 
school within an existing system. I am interested in understanding the characteristics that 
shape the development of a culture of learning for staff and how this may be impacted by 
a new environment. 
 
My dissertation will be a qualitative study and analysis of professional teachers’ 
perceptions about the various dimensions of learning communities and how these impact 
their environment and the development of a learning culture.  For data gathering 
purposes, this research will employ the use of an online questionnaire that will last 
approximately 20 minutes in length; an individual interview that will last approximately 
45 minutes in length; as well as document studies, which will utilize existing artifacts of 
the participants. 
 
Participation of the participants in this study is completely voluntary; nevertheless, their 
participation will contribute to the success of this research and will be greatly 
appreciated.  The information gathered will contribute to the knowledge on developing a 
learning community culture. All of the responses and any identifying information, 
including email addresses and other electronic information in electronic correspondence 
will be kept confidential to the extent allowed by law. 
 
As an employee working within the same school district as the participants I would like 
to assure you that your consent to allow the teachers to participate in this study would not 
affect their positions, salaries and/or benefits with the district. Participants will have the 
right to not participate or withdraw from participation at anytime without prejudice, 
penalty or loss of benefits to which they are otherwise entitled. Additionally, in the event 
that there would be any action within the next twenty four months that may negatively 
affect your position, salary and/or benefits with the district, I agree to have the Board 
Executive Committee comprised of three school board members serve as the district 
gatekeeper order to safeguard your interests and act as a neutral party. Finally, the results 
of this research study may be published but names of the individuals or the district will 
not be used.  
 
Please let me know if you are willing to allow me to conduct this study in the school 
district by replying to this email indicating your consent. Should you have any questions 
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concerning this research study, please contact me at (717) 350-3890 or email me at 
mmb332@drexel.edu. I believe that this study will contribute much to the understanding 
of developing cultures of learning for professionals. 
 
Thank you very much for your time and consideration of my request.  
 
Sincerely, 
Michele M. Balliet 
Doctoral Candidate (Educational Leadership and Management) 
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APPENDIX D: PERMISSION TO PROCEED WITH STUDY 
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APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today. I realize that your time is valuable 
therefore I greatly appreciate your willingness to answer these questions. There are a total 
of 10 formal questions that I would like you to respond to as openly and honestly as 
possible. Remember that your answers will remain anonymous and will not be used for 
any other reason than for the purpose of my research.  
 
Before we get started, I have three preliminary questions for you: 
 
• How many years have you been teaching?  
• How many years have you been teaching in this district?  
• How many years have you been teaching at this grade level?  
 
Thank you. We will now proceed with the actual questions.   
 
1. What factors do you perceive are necessary for you to be successful as an 
educator?  
 
2. What sources do you use to gain information you need to do your job?  
 
3. Do you believe that the district’s mission is reflected the work of the school?  If 
yes, how?  
 
4. How would you feel if the district did not have designated days for professional 
development? 
 
5. Who is responsible for leadership at this school?  
 
6. What role should the administration play in professional development?  
 
7. How would you describe your ideal workplace?  
 
8. If you could describe the culture at your previous school in three words, what 
would you say? How would you describe the culture of this school in 3 words?  
 
9. If you were to describe your school to a close friend what would you tell them 
about the relationships among the adults or teachers in this school? 
 
10. It is five years from now. The most positive things have happened for the 
students, families, faculty and staff at this school. You have built the healthiest, 
most “CARE”-ing (consistent, accountable, respectful, enthusiastic) community 
of learners and leaders. What supports were put in place for the teachers to reach 
this goal?  
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APPENDIX F:  PERMISSION TO USE QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
 
 
    Department of Educational Foundations  
      and Leadership 
      P.O. Box 43091 
      Lafayette, LA 70504-3091 
January 5, 2012 
 
Michele Balliet 
Doctoral Student, Drexel University 
Superintendent of Schools, Elizabethtown Area School District 
83 Jacobs Creek Drive 
Hershey, PA  17033 
 
Dear Ms. Balliet: 
 
This correspondence is to grant permission to utilize the Professional Learning Community 
Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) as your instrument for data collection for your doctoral study 
through Drexel University, Philadelphia, PA. The PLCA-R measure will enhance your case study 
research on aspects of professional learning communities in your own school district. As 
Superintendent of Schools, your research will contribute to valuable information within your 
district, as well as offering findings for learning community practices. I am pleased that you are 
interested in using the PLCA-R measure in your research.  
 
This permission letter allows use of the PLCA-R through a paper/pencil administration. In order 
to receive permission for the PLCA-R online version, it is necessary to secure the services 
through our online host, SEDL in Austin, TX. Additional information for online administration 
can be found at www.sedl.org. 
    
Upon completion of your study, I would be interested in learning about your results. If possible, I 
would appreciate the opportunity to receive an Excel file of raw data from your administration of 
the PLCA-R (applicable only for paper/pencil version). This information would be added to our 
data base of PLCA-R administration. Additionally, I would also be interested in learning about 
your entire study and would welcome the opportunity to receive an electronic version of your 
completed dissertation research. 
 
Thank you for your interest in our research and measure for assessing professional learning 
community attributes within schools. Should you require any additional information, please feel 
free to contact me. 
 
Sincerely, 
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Assistant Professor 
Joan D. and Alexander S. Haig/BORSF Professor 
Department of Educational Foundations and Leadership 
College of Education 
University of Louisiana at Lafayette 
P.O. Box 43091 
Lafayette, LA   70504-3091 
(337) 482-6408 (Office)     dolivier@louisiana.edu  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
